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	1. Chapter 1

_**Chapter 1**_

_**What Has Gone Before Part 1**_

**WARNING: Updates will come as soon as I can write them, but they will likely be slow.**

**Greetings, and many great hellos!**

**It's been a very long time since I've written "Legends are Born", and now I'm ready to do something similar. This time, however, it's a crossover between HTTYD and Monster Hunter, two very similar franchises.**

**The storyline will focus on the TV series "Riders of Berk" and "Defenders of Berk", but with my own OCs, plot twists, and even fan-made "episodes" thrown in. Fun, right?**

**Before we start, I just want to say that I do not own HTTYD, Monster Hunter, or anything related to either of them.**

**Let us start the prologue!**

* * *

><p><em>This is Berk.<em>

_It's five days North of hopeless, and a few degrees South of freezing to death. It's located solidly on the Meridian of Misery._

_It's my village. In a word – sturdy. It's been here for seven generations, but every single building is new._

_We have fishing, hunting, and a charming view of the sunsets – the only problems are the pests._

_You see, most places have mice or mosquitoes. We have…_

_Monsters._

* * *

><p><strong>Village Plaza<strong>

In the dead of night, the village of Berk was complete chaos. Vikings ran to and fro, grabbing axes and maces and various other weapons in order to defend themselves.

"Defend ourselves against what?" asked the newcomers.

Hiccup Horrendous Haddock the Third turned to the three people behind him. There was Arachne, the young girl who had lost her parents in an Outcast raid and now lived on Berk with her aunt and uncle. There was Snaketail, the tall teenager who had also lost her family, and had come to Berk in search of a home. And then there was Batwings, a shapeshifting Siren that resembled a person-dragon hybrid with wings, talons, and fangs, and a hideous scar curving around his neck. All three were new to Berk, and thus didn't know just what to expect on a night like this.

"Monsters," Hiccup said grimly, then rose up from behind the boulder and pointed at the village below. The three others followed his lead, and gasped in shock.

Vikings, farm animals, and even wild dragons were fleeing in fear from the great beasts that terrorized the village. They came in all shapes and sizes – some flew through the air, others romped about on land, and still others had come from the sea. And all were ravenous, aggressive, and just plain unfriendly.

A group of teenagers ran down to the village with a large barrel of water and a wheelbarrow, aiming to put out a huge fire that was consuming one of the houses. Snaketail eyed them with interest and asked, "Who are they?"

Hiccup replied nonchalantly, "Oh, that's Snotlout, Fishlegs, Ruffnut and Tuffnut, and Astrid. They're in training to become hunters."

"Hunters?" chirped Arachne.

"Vikings that make a living by slaying monsters," the scrawny boy explained. "They're all tough enough to learn – I'm not though."

He pointed to a particularly large Viking with an impressive beard, who was busy battling a fearsome bird-like monster. "And to make matters worse, that's my dad," Hiccup sighed. "Stoick the Vast, Chief of the Hooligan tribe. When he looks like that, and I look like… this," he continued, gesturing to himself, "you can see why people think I'm not cut out for killing monsters."

Suddenly, Hiccup was hoisted up by the collar of his shirt by a particularly large Viking with an impressive mustache and a hook for a hand. "Oh, nice o' yeh to join the party," he chuckled sarcastically. "I was beginnin' to think you'd been carried off!"

The Viking turned to Arachne, Batwings, and Snaketail and broke into a jolly smile. "So these're the new recruits!" he proclaimed. He pointed to himself with a sausage-like finger and proclaimed, "The name's Gobber! I'm the resident smith 'round these parts. Hiccup here's been me apprentice since he was little – well, _littler_," he considered, looking appraisingly at the boy that dangled from his hook.

"Would you let me go, please?" cried Hiccup. "I need to make my mark!"

"Oh, you've made _plenty_ of marks," retorted Gobber. "All in the wrong places."

Hiccup continued to plead, "Please, two minutes! I'll kill a monster and my life will get infinitely better – I might even get a date!" the boy added, staring none-too-subtly down the hill at Astrid as she ran off for more water.

"If you want ta get out there an' fight monsters," Gobber said wearily, "you need to stop all… this." He gestured at Hiccup with his hand.

"But you just gestured to _all_ of me!" exclaimed Hiccup. "Can you put me down now?!"

Gobber did so with a little chuckle, and began to make his way into the chaotic village. "Alright, kiddies. Stick close to Gobber, and yeh won't get yerselves killed. We're headin' off to me smithy, where it's safer. Kinda."

The group of five made it to Gobber's forge relatively safely, although they had to avoid a terrible, leech-like monster and a trio of startled Gronckles along the way. The burly blacksmith set Hiccup to work sharpening weapons while he worked the anvil, and instructed the other three to help as best as they could.

"Looks like you aren't exactly the toughest Viking in the village," Batwings remarked, fluttering over to a wall upon which many shields hung. He took a shield in his claws and carried it over to an empty bench, then started polishing it.

Hiccup nodded and replied, "Yes, I'm way too muscular for their taste," he sniped, jerking his head toward an orange-and-blue-striped monster that charged at a contingent of Vikings and bowled them over. Almost to himself, the Haddock continued, "But one day I'll get out there. Because killing a monster is everything around here."

With his three new friends gathered around and listening intently, Hiccup went to the forge window and pointed out the various kinds of monsters that were eagerly trying to tear Berk apart and get to the food that they wanted. It seemed as if nothing could stop them, not even the resident dragons.

"A Yian Garuga head will get me at least noticed," he said, as the purple, evil-looking wyvern that Stoick had been battling flew off with a squawk. As it passed, they could see its wolf-like ears and wickedly spiked tail.

"Barroths are tough," Hiccup continued. "Taking down one of those would definitely get me a girlfriend." He stared at a building from which a terrible roaring could be heard, and then a gigantic reptilian beast stomped out, smashing its way through the wall with its great, rocky crown.

"And then there's the Rathalos, the King of the Skies," he lectured further. "Only the very best Vikings go after those. They have this nasty habit of setting things on fire."

As he said this, there was an awesome roar that pealed through the din of battle, and a ruby-red wyvern soared across the village on majestic wings. The Rathalos screeched and rained fireballs down on the plaza, which tore through roofs, cobblestones, and unlucky Vikings.

By this point, Arachne was looking spooked and the other two had expressions of terrified fascination. But before Hiccup could continue his lecturing, a horrible scream tore through the air, and a loud whistling sound could be heard, gaining in volume rapidly. "Oh no," he murmured, and rushed to lean out the forge window so he could scan the dark skies.

"What's going on?" asked Snaketail, noticing how all the Vikings, dragons, and even monsters seemed to be seeking shelter.

"The ultimate prize," Hiccup claimed solemnly. "The monster that no one has ever seen. We call it the –"

And then the words were snatched out of his mouth by a panicked Viking that ran past them, his horrified eyes on a catapult tower that towered, so to speak, above the village.

"GORE MAGALA!"

The scream and the whistling reached its peak, and a burst of black fire shot down from out of nowhere and exploded against the catapult, tearing through it and causing it to collapse. Upon detonation, the fires seemed to become more like dark fog that spread through the village.

Now even Batwings, normally something to be feared, looked frightened.

"Gore Magala," repeated Hiccup. "This thing never steals food, never reveals itself, and" – he winced as another explosion of dark flames destroyed another catapult tower – "never misses. Breathing in its fog causes eel pox. We don't know anything else about it other than the fact that no one has ever killed one. That's why I'm going to be the first."

* * *

><p><strong>Training Arena, Several Days Later<strong>

"Focus, Hiccup!" cried Gobber from his perch above the arena, just as a blazing fireball crashed into the wall next to his poorest student. Hiccup squeaked in fear, almost dropping his Hunter's Dagger, and ran back through the maze, away from the Yian Garuga that chased him down like a relentless hound.

"Today is all about attack!" called Gobber, letting his voice carry across the arena. "Garugas are quick and light on their feet. Yer job is to be quicker and lighter!"

The Yian Garuga was more than just that – it was sly and tricky. It stopped to listen with its pointed ears, then flew up over a wall and into another corridor. Fishlegs met its evil eyes and shrieked with fear. The wyvern replied with a similar shriek, and flung its poisonous tail spines directly at him. Luckily, the pudgy Ingerman boy managed to block them with his Sword and Shield, the Carapace Mace, as he ran away.

"Look for its blind spot!" continued Gobber, as idly as if discussing the weather. "Every monster has one. Find it, hide in it, and strike!"

The twins ran past Fishlegs and directly into the path of the Yian Garuga. They tried to do as Gobber said, to stay in the blind spot, but they were struggling to do so.

"Do you ever bathe?" grumbled Ruff as she caught a whiff of her brother's body odor.

"If you don't like it, just get your own blind spot," snapped Tuff, knocking her back with his Lance, the Red Prominence.

In response, Ruff swatted him with her Blue Prominence Lance and threatened, "How about I give _you_ one?!"

Their helmeted heads met with a resounding *clang*, alerting the Yian Garuga. It crazily spat fireballs in their direction, sending them scattering down different corridors.

"Blind spot, yes," chuckled Gobber. "Deaf spot… eh, not so much."

The terrible bird-like wyvern began to pursue Astrid, Snotlout, and Batwings, and then cornered them against the wall. A dark smirk crossing its razor-sharp beak, the Garuga closed in on them. Astrid raised her Dual Blades, called the Midnight Blackwings, and met it with a defiant glare.

Before she could attack the Garuga, Snotlout pushed her aside and aimed his Brazen Clout Hammer. "Watch out, babe," he said smoothly. "I'll take care of this overgrown chicken."

With a chuckle, he threw the Brazen Clout with all his might, but missed by a mile. The Hammer thumped against the wall, and the Yian Garuga squawked with laughter.

Batwings was next, tossing each of his Double Deathbolts at the Garuga. The Dual Blades struck its armored shell and bounced harmlessly off. The wyvern kicked the swords away and advanced on them again, this time with a menacing snarl. Astrid punched the Siren viciously in the shoulder and growled, "That's for making it angry."

"The sun was in my eyes, human!" gasped Batwings, rubbing his shoulder.

The three of them – two Viking teenagers and a Siren – scattered at the enraged Yian Garuga's approach. Its eyes locked on Astrid's back, it pursued her with frightening speed, talons barely touching the ground as it raced after her. Hiccup, who was hiding in a corner of the maze, looked up in fear as the walls suddenly started tumbling down.

Astrid appeared at the top of the wall next to him, the Garuga snapped at her heels. The wall shuddered, and began to fall down. Hiccup could only watch in horror as the Hofferson girl screamed, and plummeted down on top of him.

"Oooooh, love on the battlefield!" mocked Tuffnut from behind a fallen wall.

"She could do better," snickered Ruffnut.

Snaketail swatted both of them. Of all the hunter trainees, Snaketail was probably the only one who treated Hiccup nicely. Batwings mostly ignored him, and Arachne was too busy following Astrid admiringly to pay attention to him. The others were just bullies who took delight in Hiccup's misery.

Gobber managed to get into the arena and chase the Yian Garuga back into its cage. The few Vikings that had been watching applauded the teenagers' effort, while Astrid untangled herself from Hiccup and retrieved her swords.

"Is this some kind of a joke to you?" she demanded of the scrawny boy, who ducked his head protectively when she pointed one of her Midnight Blackwings at him. "Our parents' war is about to become _ours_. Figure out what side you're on."

The girl stalked away, shoving Snotlout to the ground as she did so. Hiccup cautiously brought his head up again, and if anyone were paying much attention to him, they would have seen a curious look in his eye…

* * *

><p><strong>Secret Cove<strong>

Tentatively, Hiccup crept into the gorge with a fresh fish in his hand. He had discovered this amazing, beautiful cove weeks ago. It was located in the deep woods, where no one ever went, and was simply the perfect place to spend some peaceful time alone. Birds chirped in the massive tree whose roots spilled over the edge of the cliff walls and down into the ground below, and the waters of the lake shimmered in the afternoon sunlight.

But Hiccup knew that he was no longer alone in this secret place. Only a couple of days ago, he had had the absolutely staggering luck to have shot down the Gore Magala before it could spread more of its diseased black fog. And yesterday, he had found it again, trapped with an injured wing inside the place he loved.

A low growl caught his attention, and Hiccup spun around nervously, holding the fish close to him like a security blanket. He cautiously made his way further into the cove, passing a great, flat boulder that was awash in sunlight. A gleaming black shell caught his eye, and he spun around again, this time to face the boulder.

And there it was.

The Gore Magala.

It was blacker than night, with a shiny and almost insect-like skin that shone like onyx. Its two arms were tucked close to its body, the claws gripping its shoulders tightly, while the sleek, furry wings swept over and around its body like a ragged cloak – at least, one of them did, as its injured left arm hung limply at its side, the fur on its wing messy and bedraggled.

The Gore Magala stealthily crept forward on four powerful legs while its cloak dragged behind it. Its head extended forward, and Hiccup was shocked to see that it had no eyes – the beast's head was totally covered in hard black armor, with two ridges where the eyes were supposed to have been.

Faint wisps of black fog trailed from its furred wings, and Hiccup nervously took a step back at the sight of them. Eel pox was something he didn't want.

The Gore Magala sniffed him cautiously and snarled. It was suspicious.

Hiccup pulled his coat back to reveal the dagger that he kept lashed to his waist. Somehow, the Magala could smell the cold metal, and hissed harshly. It was clear that the monster wanted it gone.

Drawing a shaky breath and holding it, Hiccup, drew his dagger and quickly tossed it away. It skidded across a rock and fell with a soft *plop* into the lake. The Gore Magala heard it and observed Hiccup with more curiosity – at least, Hiccup thought it did. It was hard to tell on something without eyes.

"Here, bud…" the Haddock boy murmured, holding out the fish with a grimace. He wouldn't put it past the Magala to try and bite his hand off. "Take the tasty –"

The Gore Magala lunged, its ferocious jaws open wide, and snapped the fish up. With a quick toss of its head, the fish was down its throat. It licked its chops and stared at Hiccup sightlessly, almost as if it was looking through him. There was something about its "gaze" that simultaneously frightened and thrilled Hiccup. Like this was the start of something.

His hand was still outstretched. The Magala inched toward it cautiously, as if afraid that it would bite. "It's alright, bud," soothed Hiccup. "I'm not going to hurt you. I'm… a friend."

It was at that moment that something arose in Hiccup with amazing clarity. He was the Gore Magala's friend. He was friends with the very thing he wanted to destroy – or _thought_ he wanted to, anyway.

The Gore Magala stretched its head closer and made contact with Hiccup's hand, growling softly. Hiccup found its cold, hard shell smooth and oddly comforting to touch.

The boy smiled, and patted the monster's muzzle with his other hand. "Hey there, Sightless," he said quietly. "I'm Hiccup."

He could have sworn the Magala smiled when its tongue flicked out to gently lick his nose.

* * *

><p><strong>Berk Village, A Day Later<strong>

Hiccup watched in horror as Spitelout and Gobber held the thrashing Siren down forcefully to the ground. Batwings looked as if he had gone insane – the dragon had shapeshifted into his true, twenty-foot-long serpentine form, and was putting up a terrible fight. His monstrous jaws were open wide to display long, thin fangs, his forked tongue lolled on the ground, and his wings and tail flapped madly. The screeches coming from his mouth sounded like the most horrible curses coming from the depths of Hel itself.

"This is the third outbreak of eel pox this week," murmured Stoick, cautiously approaching Batwings. The delirious dragon snapped hostilely at his fingers, almost tearing his hand off. "We're going to need Goathi again to heal your friend, son."

Hiccup gulped. "A-Are you sure her antidote will… you know, cure him?" he asked.

"Of course, Hiccup," Stoick told him. "Still… the other dragons around Berk are getting sick as well. Have you noticed?"

"Yes, Dad," Hiccup replied quickly. "But…"

"It won't be long before the eel pox starts spreading to the village," Stoick continued, oblivious to his son's protests. "I haven't stopped thinking about what you said after that last monster raid, Hiccup, about how you claimed to shoot down the Gore Magala. If you did… and if it has survived… we will have to hunt it down and put a stop to its virus once and for all."

* * *

><p><strong>That does it for now. So, readers, how do you like this story so far? It will combine elements of both Monster Hunter and HTTYD – which are similar enough to make me wonder why there is only one other crossover on this site.<strong>

**Anyway, tell me how I'm doing so far! Review please, and look out for the next part of Chapter 1!**


	2. Chapter 2

**_Chapter 1_**

**_What Has Gone Before Part 2_**

**I realize that a lot of you are upset that I discontinued the original "Legends are Born" on such short notice. I promise, this new fanfiction will clear up any mysteries that I left untouched in the original – including what eventually happened to Batwings and the presence of a creature called "Fulgur".**

* * *

><p><strong>Great Hall, Midnight<strong>

Hiccup silently walked into the empty Great Hall, a candle in his hand. Earlier, he and the other hunter trainees had eaten dinner with Gobber, which had consisted mostly of his comrades picking on him. He didn't mind – he was used to it.

As he suspected, the Book of Monsters was still where Gobber had left it. Hiccup pushed aside a dirty plate and sat down at the table, pulling the candle close so he had enough light to read by. He opened the book to the first page.

"Monster classifications," he read softly to himself. "Brute wyverns… bird wyverns… leviathans… snake wyverns…"

He turned the pages of the book as if it were a poisonous snake. The first page showed a detailed sketch of a stingray-like Gobul. "This reclusive monster inhabits dark tide pools and murky swamps," he read. "When startled, the Gobul can release a blinding light from its lantern to incapacitate its enemy. Extremely dangerous, kill on sight."

Hiccup flipped another page, this one depicting a brutish-looking Uragaan. "The Uragaan feasts on hard rocks and metals to build up its shell. Its lower jaw features a chin capable of pounding boulders to rubble. Extremely dangerous, kill on sight."

He skipped a few pages and stopped at the sight of a horrid-looking wyvern with glowing purple organs adorning its face and tail. "Gigginoxes lurk in cold, icy caves where they detect prey using heat. When hunting, they ambush their prey from above before dousing it in deadly poison. Extremely dangerous, kill on sight."

Impatient now, Hiccup flipped to another chapter. "Tigrex," he recited, eyeing the monstrous-looking thing. "These wyverns are short-tempered and brutal. They can produce a powerful roar that can cause a man's eardrums to explode. Kill on sight."

Growing increasingly dissatisfied with the book's information, Hiccup continued flipping pages, discouraged by the information he found on each page. He started out by simply reading each monster's name, but his voice grew increasingly louder and more frustrated…

"Gendrome. Lavasioth. The Ceadeus. Duramboros. Kushala Daora. Burns its victims. Slashes its victims. Squashes its victims. Pecks its victims' eyes out. Extremely dangerous, extremely dangerous, kill on sight, kill on sight, kill on sight…"

Finally, it grew to be too much for Hiccup. He pushed the book away, nearly putting out the candle as he did so. It flickered wildly as the boy slumped in his seat, his heart pounding.

"Everything we know about the monsters," he whispered to himself, remembering when he had made friends with the Gore Magala, "is wrong. Completely, utterly, undeniably… wrong."

* * *

><p><strong>Training Arena, Weeks Later<strong>

The crowd was chanting Hiccup's name as he stepped into the arena, his Hunter's Dagger in his hand, his shield up, and his helmet equipped. Snotlout, Tuff, Fishlegs, Arachne… even all of the other teens were cheering for him. He had gained their respect in the past few weeks, but he didn't want their respect.

They only liked him because he was good at fighting monsters. And he no longer wanted to fight monsters.

Not after Sightless had opened his eyes for him (ironically).

"Well, I can show my face in public again!" bellowed Stoick, and the Vikings collectively roared with laughter.

The Chief raised a hand for quiet, and continued, "If anyone had told me that, within a few short weeks, Hiccup would go from being… well, _Hiccup_, to placing _first in hunter training_, then I would've tied 'em to a mast, and shipped 'em off for fear they'd gone mad!"

This time, he laughed along with the crowd. When everyone had quieted down, Stoick adjusted his helmet and continued in a solemn voice, "But here we are. And no one is more surprised – or more proud – than I am. Today, my boy becomes a Viking. Today, he becomes one of us!"

The cheering became louder than ever, and it made Hiccup feel sick to the pit of his stomach. It felt like the fish he had eaten that morning was trying to swim back up his throat.

"Be careful with that monster," murmured Astrid, who stood beside him.

"It's not the monster I'm worried about," Hiccup replied. He looked up at his ecstatic father, a lump in his throat making it hard to swallow. "It's my Dad."

Astrid was silent for a second. Then – "What're you going to do?"

"I'm through with the lies," he told her. "I'm putting a stop to all this. I have to try. And Astrid, if something goes wrong…"

He cut himself off when Astrid made a sound like a combination between a sob and a whimper, and rushed into him. She hugged him tightly and buried her face in his neck. She knew that deep down, under the layers of stoniness and pride that she had built up over the years, she didn't want him to leave.

The Hofferson girl let go of Hiccup just as Gobber walked past them, heading out of the arena. "It's time, Hiccup," he said with a chuckle. "Knock 'em dead." He patted the scrawny Chief-to-be on the back and left. Astrid gave Hiccup a parting wave and a sad smile before she left as well.

Gobber closed the cage door, locking Hiccup in. He was alone, but that was about to change any minute now. And the company he'd be getting wouldn't be very pleasant.

"I'm ready," he murmured, holding his metal shield up and readying his Hunter's Dagger.

The cage across from him unlocked. It burst open as a terrifying, orange-and-blue monster crashed through the doors, its razor-sharp claws grating on the stone floor. The Tigrex spread its wings and emitted a roar that shook the sky, startling a quartet of colorful Deadly Nadders off their perches above the arena.

Hiccup drew a long, shaking breath. His heart pounded in his chest so loudly that he was sure everyone could hear it. Despite his fear, he advanced on the Tigrex, which narrowed its eyes and began to stalk slowly forwards.

"It's okay," he murmured softly, dropping his Hunter's Dagger with an audible *clink*. The crowd gasped quietly and muttered amongst themselves, even as the Tigrex began to back him against the arena wall.

"It's okay," Hiccup repeated, dropping his shield. "I'm not one of them."

The arena was suddenly silent as the audience heard these soft words. Snotlout and the rest gaped, staring at the soon-to-be hunter below them.

The Tigrex pinned Hiccup against the wall, but made no move to attack him. Hiccup extended a hand cautiously, and when the Tigrex didn't react, he gently patted its muzzle.

"Stop the fight," ordered Stoick, having seen enough.

"No!" Hiccup shot back with surprising force, startling his father into silence. "I want you all to see this."

Continuing to pet the Tigrex, he walked around to the back of its head and hopped onto its neck. The monster stiffened as it felt the human riding on it, but relaxed when Hiccup stroked its forehead. It began to pace the arena, allowing everyone to clearly see the boy sitting calmly on its neck.

"They're not what we think they are," claimed Hiccup, gripping the Tigrex's horns confidently. "We don't have to kill them."

"Stop the fight!" repeated Stoick in a roar, bashing his hammer against the chain-linked barrier that covered the arena.

The noise startled the Tigrex, and it went berserk. Throwing Hiccup off of its back with a mighty roar, it began to go on a rampage. Everything rapidly descended into chaos as Vikings backed away from the arena and the teens raced toward the entrance, intending to save their friend.

But it was too late, as a black shape plunged out from the blue sky, spreading a black fog behind it and screeching loudly enough to stun the panicking Vikings into silence.

The unfamiliar monster leapt into the arena and threw the Tigrex away from Hiccup, snarling and clawing at the wyvern ferociously. Gobber spoke the name on everyone's minds in a harsh whisper –

"Gore Magala!"

* * *

><p><strong>Hiccup's House, a Week Later<strong>

_"Just hang in there, Sightless! Just a little bit longer!" urged Hiccup, as he pulled Sightless into a controlled dive, on a straight and narrow collision course with the ground. The gigantic and evil Fatalis plunged down through the thick black clouds after them, enraged to the point of madness._

_"Hold, Sightless…" murmured Hiccup, catching sight of the gas forming at the back of the Fatalis' throat. "And… NOW!" he cried, pulling hard on the saddle and causing Sightless to flip over in the air._

_Facing his old ruler, Sightless opened his jaws and spat a ball of roiling black fire into the Fatalis' mouth. The gas ignited, and the empress of the monsters roared in agony as the back of her throat began to burn. The burnt gaps in her wings were ripped into larger and larger holes as the wind raced past her._

_The Fatalis emitted one last roar, which was joined by the hiss and crackle of hungry, dark flames. Vikings, dragons, and monsters scattered, knowing that the empress was about to die and that they would as well, if they didn't get away in time. Hiccup and Sightless tried to fly away as well, but Sightless' injured wing had already been pushed far past its limit._

_The limb crumpled, Sightless screamed in pain, and the two of them began to fall, even as the Fatalis hit the ground and exploded violently behind them, the flames rushing to consume them…_

* * *

><p>Hiccup woke up from the nightmare to see the familiar, eyeless face staring down at him. "Hey, Sightless," he rasped, starting to sit up against his headboard. The Gore Magala enthusiastically licked his face, but as he advanced, he accidentally stepped on Hiccup's stomach. He gasped and doubled over in pain, suddenly wide-awake, then began to see his surroundings with more clarity.<p>

"Uh, I'm in my house," he stated. "You're in my house!" he added when he looked back at Sightless. "Does Dad know you're in –"

Sightless' claws had caught on his blanket and ripped it off of him, allowing Hiccup to see just what had happened to him. He hadn't gotten through the battle on Monster Island unscathed after all – from the knee down, his left leg was gone, replaced by a spring-loaded, metallic prosthetic leg.

Hiccup stared at the metal leg in horror for a few seconds, then tried getting out of bed. He wobbled on the first step, but fell down on the second step. Gasping in pain again, Hiccup felt tears come to his eyes. But Sightless was there to help him, nudging him back into a standing position and allowing his human friend to lean against his shoulder.

"Thanks, bud," whispered Hiccup weakly, hopping toward the door and dragging his half-leg behind him. With the Gore Magala's help, Hiccup managed to limp across the room and open the door.

But suddenly, a snarling Tigrex greeted him outside, and Hiccup instinctively slammed the door shut in fear. "Sightless, stay here," he ordered, and gingerly opened the door again.

He blinked. That wasn't Snotlout on the Tigrex's back, was it?

"Come on, guys! Get ready!" the Jorgenson boy whooped, and soared off. The rest of the teens followed behind him, all flying on their own monsters!

And if that wasn't shocking enough, Hiccup walked outside to behold a truly jaw-dropping sight – the sight of Vikings, dragons, and monsters living and peace and harmony in his own village. The houses of Berk had Deadly Nadders and Yian Garugas perching on them, and the central torches had been lowered to provide a massive seafood bonfire for hungry Gronckles, Zipplebacks, Khezus, Rathaloses, and more.

_Just what madness is this?_ Hiccup thought. _Am I delirious? Did I die and go to Valhalla?_

"I knew it," he said to himself, numb with shock and awe. "I'm dead."

There was a hearty laugh, and Stoick walked up the stairs to pat him on the back. "No, but you gave it your best shot!" he said with a chuckle. "So, what do you think?" he added, gesturing out at the impossible scene before him.

The Vikings going about their business suddenly looked up as Hiccup and his father descended down the hill and into the village. "Hey, it's Hiccup! It's Hiccup!" cried Spitelout, and all of a sudden a crowd of villagers were running up to welcome him back. Their friendly voices, their words of congratulations and encouragement, and even their good-natured punches to the shoulder made Hiccup smile more widely every time.

Stoick pushed his way to the front of the crowd and told his son, in a voice almost too choked with emotion to speak, "I guess all the island needed was a little more of… this."

"You just gestured to all of me," Hiccup said incredulously, looking at his dad's outstretched hands.

All of a sudden, his friends were there, excitedly shoving their way through the crowd of adults to swarm him. Snotlout pumped his cousin's hand enthusiastically, telling him how much more manly he looked without his leg. Fishlegs gave him a crushing bear hug, lifting him into the air and spinning him around. Ruff and Tuff each punched him on either shoulder. Batwings and Snaketail just smiled, while Arachne hugged him around the waist and chattered about how awesome he was.

And then there was Astrid. She slugged him savagely, just before her face softened and she rushed into him, kissing him full on the lips.

Being greeted by the entire population of Berk, which was unanimously happy to see him alive and well, and the teenagers he initially thought were jerks, but turned out to be the greatest friends he could have asked for – it moved Hiccup to tears.

Sightless ran out the doors of his house and down to Hiccup's side, fed up with waiting inside. The others gathered the monsters they had bonded with during the battle on Monster Island and mounted them, silently beckoning Hiccup to come join them.

With a heartfelt "Welcome home," Gobber handed Hiccup an excellently-made, brand-new splint for Sightless' wing. As soon as the Haddock boy attached it to the Gore Magala's wing, he took off after his friends.

Hiccup smiled as he rode Sightless across the skies over Berk. His smile grew into a giddy grin as he looked to each of his friends' backs, and marveled at the skill with which they rode their monsters.

They were monster riders now, and would live their new lives to the absolute fullest.

And now that they lived with monsters, creatures beyond all imagining, their lives now had the potential to get _a lot_ fuller!

* * *

><p><em>This is Berk.<em>

_It snows nine months of the year and hails the other three._

_The food that grows here is tough and tasteless, and the people that grow here are even more so._

_The only upsides are the pets. While most people have ponies or parrots…_

_We have monsters._

* * *

><p><strong>Thus ends the first chapter! Now you readers know, indeed, just "what has gone before".<strong>

**What do you think, readers? Is this any better than the original "Legends are Born"? Let me know!**

**The next chapter will start very soon! Stay tuned – and make sure to give me a review and perhaps a bit of feedback! Feedback is always appreciated.**

**Up next: How to Start a Monster Academy**


	3. Chapter 3

_**Chapter 2**_

_**How to Start a Monster Academy Part 1**_

* * *

><p><em>This is Berk.<em>

_For generations, it was Viking against monster. The battles were ferocious. Then one day, everything changed – I met Sightless. And together, we've shown people here that instead of fighting monsters, we can ride them, live with them, and even train them._

* * *

><p><strong>Sea Around Berk<strong>

It was the early afternoon, and the Vikings of Berk were pouring out of the Great Hall after eating a hearty lunch. It was time for them to finish their work for the day, and then get a good night's sleep for the next day of toil. As they often said, the Viking life was the simple life.

However, there were a few Vikings that didn't head down to the village. The teenagers – Hiccup Horrendous Haddock the Third, Astrid Hofferson, Snotlout Jorgenson, Fishlegs Ingerman, Ruffnut and Tuffnut Thorston, Snaketail Grundenson, Arachne Philston, and Batwings – immediately ran down to their homes, retrieved their monster companions from their stables, and took off for the maze of rock spires that rose up from the deep ocean off the northern coast of Berk. They had planned to meet there after lunch for a bit of recreation. And as monster riders, they took 'recreation' to a whole new level.

Hiccup smiled as he and his Gore Magala, Sightless, lightly touched down on the peak of the tallest rock spire of all. Alongside him were all of his friends – boys and girls that had initially treated him like nothing, but proved loyal and true in the end, during the battle with the terrible Fatalis.

First was Astrid Hofferson, rider of a menacing Yian Garuga and only the best young Viking on the entire island. She had been one of Hiccup's first supporters, ever since he took her for a flight around Berk on Sightless' back. That almost magical time had changed her forever, and convinced her that Hiccup was anything but a scrawny screw-up, and everything she had ever wanted in a friend.

Snaketail often teased her about having a possible crush on the boy, but teasing Astrid wasn't a smart thing.

Then there was the arrogant Snotlout Jorgenson, rider of a terrifying Tigrex and Hiccup's obnoxious cousin. He used to be the biggest bully in the village, and it was only when Hiccup started to display his remarkable talent for taming wild monsters did he begin to respect the much smaller boy. He was slightly narcissistic and a terrible flirt, but when it came right down to it, he was respectful and obedient.

Fishlegs Ingerman, rider of a bulky Gravios and the brains of the group, was next. He was even bigger than Snotlout, but he was much more timid and preferred safety over adventure. He wasn't nearly as competitive as the others, but still joined in their various games for the fun of it. He was also terrible at keeping secrets.

The twins, Ruff and Tuff Thorston, were more clueless than Snotlout and fought with each other constantly. They rode a Lunastra and a Teostra, respectively, and loved nothing more than abusing their monsters' ability to spread explosive powder. Indeed, destruction was what they loved most. Although they weren't intelligent and couldn't stand each other for the most part, they could be a huge threat when they decided to work as a team under Hiccup's leadership. Ruff in particular had a huge crush on the scrawny Haddock boy, and because of that was almost obsessively loyal to him.

Snaketail Grundenson was a foreigner to Berk, who had lost her entire family during a monster raid. Despite this, she managed to forge a bond with a temperamental Diablos. She was more competitive than Snotlout and had a bit of a temper, but she was mostly slow to anger and was unassumingly smart.

Arachne Philston was the youngest of the group, and appropriately rode the smallest monster, a Remobra. Like most ten-year old girls, she was enthusiastic, optimistic, and a quick learner – and unlike most ten-year old girls, she was a skilled enough rider to join the otherwise-entirely-teenaged group in their adventures. She admired Astrid, practically worshipped her in fact, and did her best to be just like the Hofferson girl.

And then there was Batwings. He was the only dragon of the group, a Siren to be precise. Normally, he resembled a gigantic eel with wings and emerald-and-blue scales, but he could shapeshift into a hybrid of Viking and dragon, which was a disguise that his kind used to lure human prey. However, Batwings had forsaken a diet of Vikings in favor of a relationship with Hiccup and his friends, and was one of the group's most competent members. He was fully devoted to them, and trusted them completely. Although he had wings of his own, he rode a Qurupeco alongside his friends.

"Are you just going to stare at us all day?" Astrid teased, walloping Hiccup on the shoulder.

Hiccup shook his head to bring himself out of his thoughts. "Ah, sorry about that," he apologized sheepishly. "Now, what was I going to say… ah yes! Best trick competition! Who's going first?"

Fishlegs raised his hand to volunteer, but Snotlout almost immediately butted in. "Me!" he exclaimed enthusiastically.

"Actually," Fishlegs said timidly, "I think it's" –

"Me!" repeated Snotlout, leaning back on his Tigrex's neck and pointing to himself confidently.

Snorting impatiently, Astrid grumbled, "Oh, sweet baby Thor in a thunderstorm. _Go!_"

"Don't worry, we'll go," the Jorgenson boy said smugly. "And when we go, Snotsnarl and I are gonna light the sky on – FIIIIIIIRE!"

Suddenly, his boasting ended in a terrified scream. Snotsnarl (which was what he had named his Tigrex, after himself of course) leapt off the island in the middle of his rider's big talk and dove straight down toward the water. At the last second, the Tigrex leveled out and flew wildly through the maze of rock spires, taking his rider on a winding, erratic course. And all the while, Snotlout screamed his head off. In fact, he screamed without stopping to catch his breath even once.

Tiring of the noise his rider was making, Snotsnarl soared high into the sky and then folded his wings and dove straight into the water, cutting off Snotlout's screaming abruptly.

The two of them burst out of the water about four tense seconds later. Snotsnarl spread his dripping wings and did a few more lazy circles in the air, then dropped down upon our rock spire in his previous position. He shook himself dry and gave a satisfied grunt.

"I'm alive?" asked Snotlout in wonderment, feeling himself all over. He stood up and whooped, "_I'm alive!_"

When he caught everyone looking at him with amusement, he added indignantly, "I mean, of course I am."

"It's my turn!" enthused Fishlegs when Snotlout had settled back down. "Ready, Heatray?" he asked his Gravios, who replied with a rumbling growl.

"Then here we go!" the Ingerman cheered, as the heavy wyvern flapped clumsily into the air. His huge wings chopped the air loudly as he slowly flew in a small circle around the spire, before making a landing that shook the spire.

"Yes!" cried Fishlegs, bending down to hug Heatray. "New personal best!"

Heatray growled and tilted his head upward, licking his rider on the cheek.

"Uh, my turn!" chirped Snaketail, quickly taking her skeptical gaze away from the ecstatic Fishlegs. "Let's go, Twinhorn! Up!"

Her Diablos grunted and lurched into the air. The wyvern's heavy head made her flight slow and difficult, but she still flew steadily and strongly around the maze. After making a wide circle around the natural obstacle course, Twinhorn sped up and flew straight for a sturdy-looking spire. Her huge horns smashed into it powerfully, causing the rock to shatter into rubble that flew in all directions.

"Twinhorn, whack 'em!" ordered Snaketail.

Emitting a confident roar, Twinhorn lashed out repeatedly with her clubbed tail, swinging it left and right. On each swing, she whacked a human head-sized rock right toward the others. Each rock landed neatly in front of a monster, and Snaketail and Twinhorn simply looped back around and settled down in their original position.

"My turn!" shouted Ruffnut.

"No, my turn!" retorted Tuffnut.

Hiccup sighed. "Why don't you go at the same time, guys?" he suggested exasperatedly.

"Oh, right," Tuff said, eyes lighting up. "Good idea!"

He and Ruff bumped fists before urging Queen and King, their Lunastra and Teostra, into the air. Their flights started out smooth enough, but they began to get into each other's way. The twins started arguing atop their monsters, not even noticing the rock spire that got in their way until it was too late.

They crashed magnificently, of course.

Queen and King steadied themselves and looked at each other, having become fed up with their riders' behavior. They nodded in unison, and, as one, the lion-like monsters reared up and bucked the twins off of their backs, hurling them into the air.

"WHOOOOOAA! WHOA NO!" yelled Tuffnut, just as he started falling. "This is awesome and scary!"

In the nick of time, before they would have plunged into the ocean, Queen and King swooped down and made a perfect, simultaneous catch. They tossed their heads and threw the twins back on board, and flew back in for a landing.

"Ugh…" gasped Ruff, slumping against the Lunastra's head. "We almost _died_."

"I know," panted Tuff, and suddenly sat up straight. "Go again?!" he asked enthusiastically.

"Hey, it's my turn!" snapped Astrid, before turning to me with a self-confident smirk on her face. "You might want to take notes," she teased, and then launched into the air.

"Alright, Blackhawk, tail flip!" the Hofferson girl commanded, and her Yian Garuga obediently skimmed across the water, sending up a magnificent spray of water.

"Now twirl!" cried Astrid, and Blackhawk immediately folded her wings and turned sharply upward while spinning dizzyingly.

"Upward spiral!" Astrid finished. With a screech, the dark wyvern soared high into the sky, executing a series of ascending spirals.

"Alright, Blackhawk!" cheered Astrid, before steering the Garuga back beside Hiccup and Sightless. He smiled encouragingly at her, and she took a sarcastic bow.

"Yeah, pretty good," said Snotlout cockily. "But can you do it without the monster?"

Astrid slugged him in the shoulder savagely, and he quieted.

"I'm next!" chirped Arachne, and clung to her Remobra more tightly. "Show them what you've got, Venomwing!"

The snake wyvern made a sound somewhere between a hiss and a shriek before leaping off the rock spire. She looped and twirled through the air on wings that were twice her size, before skimming the water and heading straight for the spire on which the gang was gathered. She shot upward with a mighty *whoosh*, sending up a wind that blew into their faces. Arachne and Venomwing then landed back on the spire with satisfied grins.

"Looks like it's our turn already, Mocktalk!" said Batwings, flexing his wings and smiling up at his Qurupeco's colorful face. The bird wyvern squawked and did a little dance on the spot, getting himself ready.

"Mock…talk?" inquired Fishlegs.

"That has to be the stupidest name for a monster I've ever heard," sneered Snotlout. "You could have at least given that flying freak show a name that made him a little bit more intimidating."

Mocktalk, insulted, spread out his heart-shaped tail and allowed it to flush bright red. He squawked loudly at Snotlout, his beak flaring into a trumpet shape that would give the noise a bit more volume.

"You and your overgrown monitor lizard should get your notebooks out," taunted Batwings. "That is, if you can read or write."

And with that, the Qurupeco jumped off the spire, tripping clumsily as he did so and thus falling a few meters before recovering. The trick he performed was nothing particularly special at first – Mocktalk flew surprisingly swiftly for such a klutzy monster, and there were a few acrobatic stunts thrown in, such as loop-de-loops and fancy twirls, but it wasn't anything really jaw-dropping.

That was when Batwings gave the word, and Mocktalk dove straight for the spire, pulling up at the last minute and swooping low over the group. A rush of wind caused them all to look away and grimace, and they all looked up to see the duo circling above them. Mocktalk's crimson throat sac inflated, and he crowed in a voice that sounded just like Snotlout's;

"Mocktalk, Mocktalk, oi oi oi!"

Astrid and Hiccup burst out laughing while Snotlout turned redder than the Qurupeco's pouch. "Idiotic duck…" he muttered, hiding his blushing face from everyone.

Hiccup smiled down at Sightless, a leftover chuckle escaping his mouth. "Looks like we've got our work cut out for us, bud," he said nonchalantly.

The Gore Magala growled confidently, and tensed for what he and his rider had prepared for.

He didn't just dive – Sightless jumped headfirst off of the spire, spreading his furry wings and diving straight down at impossible speed. Face rippling slightly, Hiccup pulled hard on the saddle, and they leveled out just above the water. They flew so fast and so close, a spray of water rushed behind them, and the wind whistled loudly through Sightless' splint.

Then, it was just like those old, secret flights across the ocean, back when Hiccup had first made friends with the Gore Magala. They zoomed around every obstacle in their path, effortlessly racing through the maze. But the big finish was still coming, at a rock arch that stood separate from the other spires. As they rapidly neared it, Hiccup unhooked his prosthetic foot from the saddle's stirrup, stood up, and jumped off of Sightless' back.

He landed on the arch, and immediately ran across it. Time seemed to slow down as he took long, confident strides across the grass-covered stone. Just in time, he made it to the other side and landed on Sightless again. He slipped his feet into the saddle's stirrups and pulled again on the edge of the saddle, coaxing the monster up into the air. Sightless let out a great, screaming roar, a sound that rang unmistakably with triumph.

Back on the spire, Astrid nodded to herself. "Yep, they're still the best," she commented.

"For now," Snaketail added, allowing a smirk to cross her face. "Twinhorn and I won't make it so easy for him next time."

* * *

><p><strong>Village Plaza, an Hour Later<strong>

Sightless landed on the ground inside the village, clumsily folding his injured wing up against his side again. Hiccup was beginning to relax after their exhilarating flight over the ocean with his friends, but the sight that he beheld upon walking into the plaza fixed that up _real _good.

Dragons had always inhabited Berk, and had been widely regarded as simply pesky animals that made life inconvenient for those who took strolls in the woods. However, they were now welcome in the village alongside the much fiercer monsters, and as the two kinds of beasts made themselves at home in the village, the people were having a very hard time trying to control them. While the dragons were peaceful enough, the monsters were more destructive and more territorial.

In the plaza, it was utter chaos for the fifth day in a row. This time, even the dragons seemed to be getting in the way as the monsters romped around like they owned the place. As Hiccup looked on with a grimace, a pair of Terrible Terrors stole food from a frustrated Viking. He tore his gaze away, only to see a trio of Yian Garugas perching on the roof of another Viking. The boy turned around again, and witnessed a Monstrous Nightmare and a Gigginox fighting over a sack of apples that they had stolen from yet another Viking.

When Hiccup looked at all this mess, he couldn't help but wonder if life had been better when the monsters were their enemies.

"Look out!" cried Gobber from his forge. He pointed at the sky with his hook and continued, "Incoming! Monster poo!"

Everywhere, Vikings took shelter as quickly as they could. A great thrumming sound could be heard as a pack of winged monsters of all kinds flew over the plaza, dropping fist-sized lumps of disgusting dung. There were even a few dragons within the flock, letting loose their own boiling hot excrement that hissed loudly when it hit the ground.

"Ew, gross!" Hiccup exclaimed, ducking out of the way of a bomb and running for cover. "Oh, poop! Oh man, that's disgusting…"

The thrumming sound faded, and the cries of panic went away as well. Hiccup looked to either side of him and found himself in between Mulch and Bucket, two Vikings whose job was to take care of the fishing and farming aspects of Berk life. Neither were very bright, but then again, not many Vikings were.

"Hey Mulch," sighed Hiccup. "Hey Bucket. Sorry about the, ah…"

"Every day at three," commented Bucket idly. "The regular at least. Tip of the cap."

"Better were the days where it was kill or be killed," Mulch said with regret, then suddenly brightened. "Hey! We got some fish for that father of yours! Bucket, give the boy the cod," he added to his companion.

Bucket held up a torn sack without any fish inside of it. He looked at it, completely bewildered, and wondered, "Did I eat it already? Did I enjoy it?"

"Uh, no, Bucket," Hiccup hastened to correct him. "The, uh… dragon did."

The three of them simultaneously looked into the shadows beside them. In the small space between two houses, a juvenile Hideous Zippleback glared back at us, grabbed the fish it had stolen, and slithered into the darkness.

"The dragons too," lamented Mulch. "They were never a problem before, so why are they now? The monsters are troublesome enough, don'tcha think?"

"I don't much like monsters," complained Bucket. "I like rabbits though. So fluffy and small… aww, I'm getting all warm inside just thinkin' about it."

Just as the plaza began to go back to normal, and Vikings began to go about their business once again, a hostile voice cut through the afternoon quiet like a knife through butter. Stoick and Gobber, who were standing in front of a huge warehouse while they oversaw the storage of food for the winter, turned around at the sound of the unpleasant voice. Hiccup, Mulch, and Bucket stopped talking in order to better listen.

"Oh, here comes Mildew with the complaint o' the day!" commented Gobber.

Hiccup swallowed thickly. The appearance of the old man and his pet sheep, Fungus, in the village was never a good thing – Mildew was always grumpy and did his best to spread it around. He always had something to complain about, and this time, Hiccup could guess what it was from the fresh burn mark on his gnarled hand, the same one that clutched firmly at his Tigrex tooth-adorned walking staff.

"You picked a bad time, Mildew," Stoick said harshly. "I'm in the middle of storing food. The freeze is coming."

But Mildew was as persistent as he was bad-tempered. "It's the monsters again," he snarled. "Those demons are not fit to live around civilized men, and neither are their animal compatriots the dragons."

"And neither are you, Mildew," laughed Gobber. "Why'd yeh think we built yer house so far outside o' town?"

Despite himself, Hiccup and several other Vikings chuckled at the blacksmith's humor. But Stoick just glared, and Mildew certainly wasn't amused.

"Very well, make your jokes," he growled. "Meanwhile, these monsters are rubbing our village raw! They're reducing houses into piles of rubble! They even disturb an old man's rest. Can't you see these bags under me eyes?"

"I agree, he's hideous," said Gobber, after exchanging a skeptical look with Stoick.

Meanwhile, a crowd had begun to gather and shout their approval of Mildew's protest. The old man continued, turning to the crowd, "These are wild and unpredictable beasts! They even cracked this man's skull like an egg." He rapped Bucket on the head with his staff, which made an audible ringing sound.

"Eggs?" said Bucket himself, clueless as always. "I love eggs! Scrambled, over easy, poached!"

"The dragons are even starting to join in this madness!" claimed Mildew, pointing at a Gronckle that was currently gnawing on the roof of the house it perched on. "Stoick, you need to put those monsters in cages. If you don't, they'll continue to influence the dragons, and together, they'll eat us out of house and home and destroy the entire village!"

Mildew's voice hit its loudest volume yet, and was backed up by the furious cries and shouts of the crowd. Stoick kept up his fierce glare, not perturbed in the least.

"They don't mean any harm," Hiccup told the villagers, stepping up beside his father. Sightless followed him as usual. The Haddock boy continued, "They're just monsters being monsters."

"And dragons being dragons," added Batwings, jumping down from the roof of the storehouse. "We've always been harmless! I don't claim to know why the other dragons are becoming more aggressive, but it surely isn't their fault."

At last, Stoick stepped forth to take charge. "Look, Mildew," he said in a voice that left no room for argument. "If there's a problem, then _I_ will deal with it."

But Mildew _always_ managed to find an argument. "Oh, there's a problem, Stoick. And I think I speak for the entire village when I say that you better do something about it."

The unpleasant old man stalked off in irritation, and the crowd dispersed as well. Hiccup and Batwings looked at each other worriedly, the questions in both their gazes clear – _Just what is going on with the dragons' change in behavior? And how can we control the monsters before they do just as Mildew said?_

* * *

><p><strong>Hiccup's House<strong>

The dark, comforting atmosphere of the house, for once, couldn't do anything to quell the feeling of unease that pressed down upon its inhabitants. Not even the flickering light of the fire in the fire pit could burn away the tension in the atmosphere. Hiccup sat on a stool and brushed the fur on Sightless' wings, worried thoughts chasing each other around in his mind. Gobber did some woodwork in the corner of the room, grimly silent, while Stoick paced around the room.

Batwings was also there, lying down on one of the rafters. Ever since he had arrived on Berk, Hiccup and Stoick had given him a place to stay. The humanoid dragon originally came from a faraway place called Siren Island, named after the abundance of Sirens living in its waters. The Hooligan tribe had good relations with the Peaceable tribe there, and thus knew that the Sirens were a peaceful and civilized species – until they got hungry. Thus, the Chief of Berk hadn't seen any problem in allowing Batwings to stay.

Something Batwings always told his friends was that Berk would never be his home. If the monsters got too chaotic, he could just leave without any regrets. He didn't worry about him and the other dragons getting banished from Berk. But Hiccup, for one, always saw through him when he said that. Batwings loved it here on Berk.

"We can't just let the monsters run around like they own the place," Stoick muttered. Then he brightened and added, "We… we could put up signs!"

Hiccup looked up from Sightless' wings and at his father. "Signs? For monsters?" he asked incredulously.

"Not for the monsters," replied Stoick, "for the people!"

Now it was Gobber's turn to speak up. "Signs? Fer Vikings?" he said skeptically. "We aren't big readers, Stoick."

"Then we'll build a huge net and stretch it around the plaza!" continued Stoick, impatiently.

Gobber spoke up again. "Nets? Yeh do know some of 'em breathe fire."

"And all the dragons do," Hiccup added somberly.

Stoick suddenly seemed ready to give up. "Maybe Mildew was right," he sighed.

"Wait, Dad!" Hiccup piped up, and pushed his stool aside. "How about you let me take care of the monsters? And Batwings take care of the dragons?"

Both Stoick and Batwings were now staring at Hiccup in surprise.

"You?" asked Stoick in disbelief.

"Me?" asked Batwings, with equal disbelief.

"Who else?" replied Hiccup, as Sightless walked over to stand beside him. "If anyone can get the monsters under control, I can."

Scratching under Sightless' chin to prove his point, while getting a contented gurgle out of the monster, he added, "And Batwings can easily calm the dragons down. He's a dragon himself! I'm sure he can figure out what's going on and put a stop to it. We're the best men for the job."

"He's a dragon," corrected Stoick. "And as for you, you're not a man yet, Hiccup."

"Not if you don't give me the chance to be!" the boy protested in response, and Sightless growled his agreement.

When Stoick glanced at him, Gobber gave him an encouraging nod. Sighing, the elder Haddock complied and allowed his son to try and take charge of the monster situation.

Batwings smiled to himself. He was sure that Hiccup could manage the monsters while he worked on the dragons. And perhaps he could even find out why his brethren were so behaving so badly as of late.

As for Hiccup, he was elated that his dad was finally giving him the chance to prove himself. He had a new and important job in the village, one much more important than that of an apprentice blacksmith or future Chief. It was his job to stop the monsters from doing the village any more harm, and for the sake of the peace his people had made with them, he would do everything in his power to make sure things stayed that way.

* * *

><p><strong>Village Plaza, the Next Morning<strong>

"Alright," said Hiccup, walking into the village with much confidence and Batwings by his side. "There are going to be a few changes around here."

While the village was seemingly empty for now, there was still some activity going on. A solitary Nadder briefly ran across their path and vanished, while a Monoblos lumbered past them with some destination in mind.

"You focus on that Nadder," Hiccup instructed the Siren. "I'll take care of the monster."

With a nod, Batwings spread his wings and flew off after the Nadder, swooping over a rooftop and vanishing.

Hiccup ran after the Monoblos, and soon cornered the wyvern as it busied itself with trying to steal food from an indignant Viking. The Monoblos was growing more and more agitated, so Hiccup quickly got in between it and the Viking, raising his hands warningly.

"Easy, easy!" he reprimanded it. He placed his hand gently on the spiraling horn growing from its nose, and the monster quickly settled down.

"Alright," murmured Hiccup, satisfied.

But it was short-lived, as a terrified flock of chickens suddenly appeared from nowhere and startled the Monoblos. With a roar, it charged off in the opposite direction, bowling over several carts and barrels in its path and spilling food everywhere.

Hiccup glanced in the direction the panicked poultry had come from, and found the source of their fear – a pair of bright blue Gronckles were fighting each other over a large barrel full of salted fish. But before Hiccup could intervene, a Viking ran past him with an angry Barroth chasing him.

Too quickly, the situation dove out of control. Everywhere, there were monsters, Vikings, and dragons running every which way, and every time Hiccup turned around, it seemed as if there was someone or something that needed his help!

Finally, Hiccup caught sight of what seemed like a serious situation – a pair of monsters was terrorizing the sheep barn. Several smoking sheep ran down the steps that led away from the brewing fight, having been set alight by a Rathalos' flame breath.

"Sightless!" called Hiccup, and the Gore Magala was immediately at his rider's side. "You stop that fight! I'll put out the sheep."

Allowing an affirmative growl to curl out from his throat, Sightless dashed off toward the fighting monsters, wisps of black fog trailing from his wings. Hiccup ran in the opposite direction, after a sheep that had separated from the fleeing herd, smoke rising up from its wool.

Hiccup chased the sheep around the village almost endlessly, ducking under and dodging past the monsters and Vikings that got in his way. Just when he thought he had caught the sheep, his jump fell short and he thudded to the ground. Turning around at the frightening sight of a low-flying Gypceros, the sheep ran right over the Haddock boy. Grunting in pain, Hiccup picked himself off the ground and resumed the chase.

Meanwhile, about thirty feet above the ground, the rest of the gang perched atop a catapult tower. They normally hung out there at this particular time of the day, the better to get away from the chaos that often happened on Berk. This time, they were short a couple of friends.

"Where did Hiccup and Batwings get to?" asked Snaketail, dangling her legs over the side of the platform.

"Right there," said Tuffnut, pointing to the scrawny figure that raced around the village from one problem to another. Uncertainly, the male Thorston added, "I think he's helping the dragons and monsters break stuff."

"Cool!" smirked Ruffnut, settling down to watch with him.

"He looks like he could use our help," Astrid said concernedly, but at the same time not sure if they should really go down there into the thick of things.

"Yeah, we'll help," Snotlout grunted.

"In a minute," Ruff finished with a sadistic grin.

Suddenly, the immense thrumming of a hundred wings roared overhead, and the shadows of flying monsters began to soar across the ground.

"And… it's three o'clock," muttered Astrid.

She ducked her head so she wouldn't have to watch what happened next.

* * *

><p><strong>There's Part 1 of Chapter 2! It's obvious that the more destructive monsters are wreaking havoc on the village, but why are the peaceful dragons joining in all of a sudden? Are the monsters a bad influence on them?<strong>

**Find out the mystery next chapter! In the meantime, make sure to leave a review and a bit of feedback.**


	4. Chapter 4

_**Chapter 2**_

_**How to Start a Monster Academy Part 2**_

* * *

><p><strong>Hiccup's House, Twilight<strong>

"Oh, everything hurts," complained Hiccup as he was settling in for a well-deserved night's rest. "Even this," he added, and held up his prosthetic to Sightless.

The Gore Magala snorted and shook his head at the smell of the cold metal, then gently extended an arm to nudge his rider encouragingly. Hiccup just smiled and nudged the monster back.

All of a sudden, there was a voice that came from downstairs. The house consisted of two levels – there was the main floor, and then there was a staircase that led up to Hiccup's room. Stoick generally slept on the couch near the fire pit, where it was warm. Batwings also slept downstairs, up in the rafters where it was comfortable for a dragon like him.

"Hiccup?" called the voice, echoing up the staircase.

He recognized the voice instantly. "Astrid?" he replied, even as the sound of footsteps began to travel up to his level.

"Perfect," the Haddock boy muttered. "I don't look too beat up, do I?"

Sightless raised his head and tilted it, a face with a surprising amount of emotion for a monster without eyes. In this case, he looked amused.

"Great," Hiccup said sarcastically, and physically drooped a bit. "Monster pity."

He turned around and, immediately, saw Astrid walking up the dark stairwell and into the light of the candles he had lit. "Oh hey, Astrid! What a nice surprise!" he greeted her, falsely delightful.

The girl gave him a smile and folded her arms across her chest. "So, how was your day?" she asked.

"Oh, uneventful," Hiccup said dismissively. "Hung around the plaza… you know."

"Yeah, I do know," replied Astrid. "We saw you out there. It's hard to believe you're still standing after all that."

Hiccup dropped all attempts to remain cool and flopped down on his wooden bed with a groan. "I'm going to be seeing smoking sheep in my dreams for the next month," he complained. "And I don't think Batwings had any better luck with" –

A huge voice suddenly cut him off, and Stoick lumbered up the stairs with a weary look on what Hiccup could see of his face (the beard and mustache kind of obscured most of it).

"What's going on out there?" he demanded when he had entered the room. "The plaza looks like a war zone! I just got finished talking to Batwings – poor guy's absolutely exhausted. Those dragons must be worse than I thought."

Hiccup hastily tried to calm his father down. The last thing he wanted was for the monsters and dragons to be caged up and shipped off. He began, "I know this looks bad…"

"_Really _bad," Astrid whispered.

"But," he forged on, "this is only, uh, Phase One of my… master plan."

Now Stoick looked curious and somewhat surprised. "So… you _do_ have a plan."

"Of _course _I do!" exclaimed Hiccup emphatically. "It's very… complex, with lots of drawings and, um, several moving parts… Yeah. It's, uh, pretty wild." He grinned sheepishly, ignoring Astrid's stare. Stoick stared at him as well, for a long time.

"Uh-huh," the elder Haddock finally said. "This had better be real. Mildew has stirred up the whole island, and if you don't get these monsters under control, they'll be calling for their heads."

When Stoick had left, his heavy footsteps growing fainter as they thudded down the steps, Sightless gave the two remaining humans a desperate glance. Or he would have, if he had possessed eyes.

"Don't worry," Hiccup assured him. "Your head isn't going anywhere."

"You do realize," Astrid interjected, "that there are, like, a bazillion monsters out there and only _one_ of you. I really hope you do have a plan."

Suddenly, Hiccup brightened somewhat. He didn't have a plan – but he was starting to!

* * *

><p><strong>Training Arena<strong>

"That's your plan?" inquired Snaketail skeptically.

"Train monsters?" added Ruff. "Here? Where we used to kill them?"

Hiccup sighed, but kept up his enthusiasm. "Right," he affirmed, "because we don't do that anymore."

In the back of his mind, he cursed himself. He should have known that the others would question him. Heck, even _he _was questioning him! But it was the best plan he had.

Arachne looked hesitant. "I don't know," she said seriously, patting an edgy Venomwing on the jaw. "The monsters do look a little nervous."

Indeed, as Hiccup looked around the arena, he could see that the teens' monster companions were nervously shuffling their feet and glancing around edgily.

"That's because they're really sensitive," Batwings replied. "Us dragons, too. None of them even like to come near this place because of the scent of three hundred years-worth of monster blood pervading the place."

"Thank you for that," muttered Fishlegs with a surprising amount of sarcasm. "Heatray is especially sensitive – he lost a cousin here a few years ago. We try not to talk about it," he added in a whisper.

Astrid, at least, seemed supportive. "I can't believe your dad just gave us the arena!" she told me, impressed.

"Yeah, it would be great if he did," Hiccup responded gingerly. "But he didn't, so that's something else we probably shouldn't talk about."

Now the Hofferson girl's brow furrowed with suspicion as she accused, "So… we're going behind your father's back."

"There you go, talking about it!" replied Hiccup. He nervously edged away from her and took a few paces toward the rest of the group. "Look, everyone, here's the thing. The monsters are out of control, and I have no idea what's gotten into the dragons. We want them all to live in our world without destroying it, but they can't without our help. They've been blowing things up in the village… we have to do something about that."

The twins were unusually eager. "Right, we got this," Tuff said confidently. "We help monsters blow things up! We can totally do that."

His sister immediately started planning. "Here's how we're going to do it," she said. "First, we get them really, _really_ angry."

"That'll be easy," scoffed Tuff. "We anger everybody."

"Guys, this is serious!" yelled Snaketail. "Mildew wants all our monsters caged. I don't know about you, but that isn't okay with me."

Hiccup gave her a nod. "Okay, next problem," he went on. "The monsters are eating everything in sight. Now, when a monster grabs something it's not supposed to have" – he took out a loaf of bread from a basket and held it up to Sightless, who immediately snapped it up – "you can get it to drop it by giving him a gentle scratch below the chin."

Sightless growled contentedly when Hiccup demonstrated, and he dropped the bread.

The loaf wasn't on the ground even for a minute when Snotlout picked it up and tossed it to Snotsnarl. He grabbed it in his mouth, and as Hiccup moved to protest, Snotlout grinned superiorly at him.

"Maybe that works for you and Sightless," he said smugly, "but Snotsnarl and me do things a little different. When I want this bad boy to do something, I get right up in his face and – DROP THAT RIGHT NOW! YOU HEAR ME?!"

Several people flinched at the way Snotlout suddenly went from his normal voice to a huge bellow, but Snotsnarl only got annoyed. He spat out the bread and lunged forward, seizing Snotlout in his jaws headfirst and shaking him violently.

"See?" the Jorgenson said, voice muffled. "He dropped it."

"Uh, should we help him?" chuckled Ruff.

"Yeah… in a minute," replied Arachne, grinning up at the Tigrex.

About to speak up again, Hiccup stopped short at the sight of a colorful Terrible Terror fluttering in through the chain-linked net that spread over the arena. Most likely attracted by the smell of the bread, the tiny dragon crawled forward – only to be met with Sightless' menacing maw. The Gore Magala flared his wings and blew a puff of black fog into the Terror's face, and it stumbled away from the virus, hacking and coughing.

Then the situation took a turn for the odd – the Terrible Terror scuttled away, noticed Fishlegs, and jumped onto his chest with a hostile growl. The husky boy shrieked and flailed his arms, trying to get his attacker away from him.

"That was weird," noted Snaketail. "The poor thing breathed in too much of Sightless' virus, and then poof! He's ultra-aggressive."

It clicked all of a sudden.

"That's it!" crowed Batwings. "That's why the dragons are acting up! Sightless is spreading around too much of his black mist."

Idly, Hiccup fed Sightless a plump fish. "Yes, but the question is, how're we going to stop" –

Another contented growl from the Gore Magala made Hiccup look over. There wasn't any mist floating out from under his wings any more.

"Maybe he just needs to be happy and healthy," mused Astrid. "Then he won't have any reason to spread that stuff around."

"After all, we do know that the Gore Magala uses its virus predominantly to weaken its prey," Fishlegs added proudly. He patted the Book of Monsters, which he was in charge of updating with new information about monsters.

Shaking his head, Hiccup pointed at something he had just noticed. There was still a bit of mist particles coming out from Sightless' wings. "That might be part of it," he agreed, "but not all of it. There has to be something we can do to stop it entirely…"

"Uh, could someone do that chin-scratchy thingy?" called Snotlout from within Snotsnarl's jaws. "A-Are you guys still there?" he added tentatively, his voice starting to shake.

Sighing, Snaketail reached up and gently rubbed the Tigrex's jaw. Obediently, he opened his mouth and dropped Snotlout right on top of her, prompting them both to scream.

"Nice landing," the Grundenson girl growled.

"I could have done it myself, you know!" claimed Snotlout, wiping saliva out of his eyes.

That was when the group got another, much bigger, surprise. A huge roar echoed out across the sky, and a large, crimson Monstrous Nightmare plunged down through the gaps in the net. Without leaving them any time to question why it had suddenly appeared, the hungry, angry dragon barreled straight for Sightless. Frightened, the other monsters hastily got out of its way.

"Whoa whoa whoa!" exclaimed Hiccup, spreading his arms in front of Sightless as if to protect him.

Surprisingly, Snotlout also acted, leaping in between the rampaging Nightmare and his cousin and spreading out his arms as well. "Oh no no no!" he shouted. "If you want to eat Hiccup, you've got to go through the Snotlout first!" He took a moment to flex his muscles, showing off to the bewildered Monstrous Nightmare.

"If anything, he's going to want to eat _you_ much faster," muttered Astrid.

"Not that he'd taste any good," Batwings offered.

The Monstrous Nightmare inched his head forward, regarding the Jorgenson curiously. Confidently, Snotlout extended his hand. Suddenly calm, the dragon closed the distance between them to gently nudge him, showing that he was willing to bond with the admittedly brave and powerful boy. The dragon privately admired that in a human.

"Now that was impressive," remarked Snaketail.

"Thank goodness you managed to tame that Nightmare so quickly," Hiccup sighed, thanking his cousin.

"Don't mention it," Snotlout replied casually, patting the Monstrous Nightmare's snout.

Hiccup turned back to Sightless, about to ask if the monster was alright, when he noticed that there was no more mist wafting out from his wings. Sightless regarded Hiccup with a tilted head, the very picture of innocence.

Fishlegs saw it too. "He stopped producing his virus!" he practically squealed. "Maybe he just needs to be happy, healthy, and with someone he can trust!"

"Then, we have a lot of training to do!" Hiccup claimed with a grin, and tossed food items to everyone. "If we work together, we can get the monsters and dragons under control."

* * *

><p><strong>Village Plaza<strong>

Eager to try out the things we had learned in the arena earlier, the group of teenagers walked confidently into the village – and stopped. For the first time in nearly a week, there were no monsters in sight.

"Hmm," murmured Fishlegs. "No monsters or dragons."

"That was easy," Ruff rasped.

"Lunch?" inquired Batwings.

"That's weird," Hiccup murmured, ignoring the others' chatter. "If the monsters aren't here, then where are they?"

The answer to his rhetorical question came from higher up on the island. The boy's heart sank when he saw the flames leaping from the warehouse where all the food was being stored. The others saw it too.

"Something tells me that way," Astrid said grimly.

They ran to investigate, and stopped in shock at what they saw. It was worse than they had fathomed – monsters and dragons were everywhere, making off with every scrap of food that the Vikings had gathered over the months. Said Vikings were shouting and chasing them away with little success, desperate and angry.

"Twinhorn?" gasped Snaketail, unable to believe her eyes. The Diablos was among the creatures eating from the piles of food. She guiltily glanced over at the sound of her rider's voice, a cabbage leaf sticking out of her mouth.

"Mocktalk?" asked Batwings, just as surprised to see his Qurupeco companion feasting as well. He swung his head to face the Siren, gulping down a mackerel as he did so.

"So sorry!" squawked Mocktalk, inflating his throat sac in order to mimic a human voice, and thus speak to them legibly. He flew off frantically before Batwings could scold him.

Hiccup raced past the multitude of hungry monsters and furious villagers, and flung open the door of the warehouse itself. The mess inside was far worse than outside. All he could see was rubble and empty crates, and not a morsel of food in sight. Stoick was there cleaning up the damage, huffing and puffing furiously.

"They've eaten everything!" he exclaimed. "We have nothing left for the freeze!"

Suddenly, Mildew and Fungus were there. While the sheep bleated idly, the old man stomped right up to Stoick. "I warned you, Stoick," he said menacingly. "But did you listen? No, you put a bunch of teenagers in charge! Look what the monsters have done now! Caging is too good for 'em."

Desperately, Hiccup pushed past Mildew and protested with everything he had. "Dad, I swear to Odin that I can fix this. We just learned that Sightless' virus is making the dragons go wild, and we figured out how to stop –"

But the boy was cut off by his father, who said wearily, "Enough, Hiccup. How can I trust you to control all the beasts when you can't even control your own?"

"Dad, I just told you that…" Hiccup suddenly trailed off when he caught sight of a familiar, cloaked creature feasting on one of the last piles of fish left behind, which was rapidly dwindling.

"Sightless?" he asked in disbelief. The Gore Magala looked up and looked at him, well, sightlessly. He seemed very ashamed of himself.

Stoick picked up several baskets and hurled them at Mulch and Bucket, instructing, "You two, man the boats! We need another catch!"

"It's no use, Stoick," Mulch replied resignedly. "It took us six months to catch all that fish."

"Don't tell me it's too late!" the Chief said fiercely.

Chuckling nervously, Mulch walked off with Bucket. "Don't tell the Chief it's too late," the short Viking said quietly. "You're always so negative."

"I don't know what it is with me," Bucket replied innocently.

As the two of them meandered off, Hiccup tried again with his father. "Dad, please! I can fix this! I know monsters better than anyone!"

But he didn't listen.

"Not now, Hiccup," he said instead. "I have a village to feed. The monsters have done enough damage. By tonight, I want every one of them caged. Maybe then the dragons will go back to normal."

Never happy, Mildew stalked over and growled, "You can't just cage these monsters! You need to send them away!"

Behind him, the angry mob of Vikings agreed, shouting their support.

"You're right, Mildew," Stoick replied, both harshly and sadly. "We'll cage 'em tonight, and in the morning, my son will send them off the island." He looked down at Hiccup and finished, genuinely concerned, "I'm sorry, son."

Then, he walked away, leaving a very disturbed group of monster riders behind.

* * *

><p><strong>Great Hall, Sunset<strong>

The gang all sat at the same table that night for dinner. No one was hungry, and they all sat around, picking at their food. No one wanted to believe that the monsters, with whom they had grown to close, were being banished. Not after they had tried so hard to maintain the peace.

"I can't believe we have to send them away," sulked Snaketail, slamming her fist down on the table.

"It's going to be weird," murmured Astrid. The soup she was swirling around with a spoon took the shape of a Yian Garuga, which only made her more upset. "I've gotten used to Blackhawk's face being the first thing I see every morning."

"Mocktalk was too depressed to even look at me before I came here for dinner," Batwings said sadly.

"Every night, before I go to sleep, Heatray used to lick my feet," sniffled Fishlegs. "Who's going to do that now?!" he suddenly wailed, flopping down on the table.

"I volunteer Tuffnut!" said Ruffnut cheerfully.

"Whatever," Tuff grumbled, too upset to argue. "What time should I be there?"

Snotlout, however, scoffed. "Lighten up, wimps," he scolded. "I trained a dragon today – you guys can just do the same thing!"

"Like you won't miss Snotsnarl," huffed Arachne under her breath.

Offended, the Jorgenson retorted, "I will so miss him! It feels like these long sharp claws are tearing at this thing in my chest." He clenched his fists and grimaced, both with anger and inner pain.

"That's what it feels like when your heart is breaking," Astrid said sadly. On the word 'breaking', coincidentally, her voice broke.

"What?!" Snotlout protested. "I don't have a heart! I'm not a _girl_."

"Come on, guys," sighed Snaketail, pushing herself away from the table and standing up. The others followed her, and dejectedly began to walk toward the exit.

"This is the worst day of my life!" cried Fishlegs, trying hard to blink back tears.

"I hope the dragons don't go next," muttered Batwings.

Hiccup silently watched them go, and Sightless slunk almost invisibly up to his side as if he were made of darkness. "We can't let this happen," he told him. "You're the best friend I've ever had."

Sightless growled lowly, a sound of both sadness and affection.

Footsteps suddenly echoed in the mostly-silent hall, easily carrying to Hiccup's ears over the crackle of the flames in the central fire pit. It was a for-once-cheerful Mildew, carrying a bowl of soup in his spidery hands, with his staff tucked under his arm.

"Oh, Sightless," he lamented with false regret. "I'm going to miss you so much. You know what your mistake was, Hiccup?" he suddenly added, turning to the boy. "Thinking monsters could be trained! A monster's gonna do what a monster's gonna do. It's their nature – and nature always wins."

Ignoring Sightless' hostile snarl, the old man walked away to enjoy his meal, whistling a tune through his teeth.

Just then, the wind outside became so ferocious that it opened the huge wooden doors of the Great Hall. The wind blasted through the gap and blew out the fire in the fire pit, and the hall was suddenly pitch black. Sightless' growl became one of concern, and he let out a soft scream to a Nadder that perched overhead. The Nadder, who had probably come inside to escape the cold, chirped back and then blasted the fire pit with a burst of blindingly bright flames, allowing the room to become illuminated again.

A look of dawning comprehension crossed Hiccup's face. "I can't believe I'm saying this," he said to himself, "but Mildew is absolutely right! Let's go, Sightless. We have to get the others."

* * *

><p><strong>Training Arena<strong>

The only light in the sky came from the half moon and stars as the riders and their monsters landed in front of the entrance to the arena. They planned on first caging their own monsters, and then herding all the rest to be contained overnight. Once morning arrived, Stoick or Gobber would probably see to their expulsion from Berk.

The group dismounted and looked their monsters in the eye, all saying silent goodbyes. The monsters all seemed to figure out what was happening, and they became sad as well – wings and tails drooping, mournful moans and warbles coming from deep in their throats. Even Snotsnarl, generally a very disobedient monster, was upset to see his rider go.

"I'm going to miss you, Blackhawk," Astrid croaked, swallowing heavily. She hugged the Yian Garuga briefly, and then pointed to the arena's entrance with the torch she was carrying. "Now go."

Hopelessly, Blackhawk walked into the arena, dragging her talons without any enthusiasm. The other monsters followed her, looking as if they were being weighed down.

_No, there aren't any real restrains,_ Astrid thought. _The only weights are those hanging from their hearts._

The arena door began to close when Snaketail pulled the lever down. The shadows cast by the closing gate fell upon the monsters, shrouding them in darkness. The only points of light came from their eyes, and even they were dim. The sad light in their eyes reflected their spirit.

"Don't close it!" cried the voice, sounding from overhead and cutting through the sadness. There was a great rush of wind, extinguishing the torch, and Sightless melted out of the darkness from nowhere. Hiccup dismounted and ran over to the lever, pushing it up again. Just like that, the gate rose again, and the monsters rushed out.

Astrid rushed up to him excitedly. "Did you change Stoick's mind?" she asked eagerly, then thought about it for a second. "Or… are we going behind his back again?" she added slowly.

The hesitant look on Hiccup's face didn't reassure her. "Ah… one of those," he replied. Changing the subject, he began to explain. "Look, everyone. The monsters are going to do what they're going to do. It's their nature. And now that the dragons are calm, and we know how to stop Sightless from spreading his virus, we can find a way to use their nature."

Everywhere around him, faces were brightening and smiles were spreading. For the first time that night, there was renewed hope in all of the riders.

* * *

><p><strong>Sea Around Berk<strong>

Early that morning, a black shape shot through the skies overhead, startling the just-waking Vikings. They thought that the monsters would be sent off the island today. Curious, the Vikings walked out of their houses and through the village, following the black blur. They wanted to see what was going on.

Over the ocean, a group of monsters were circling ominously in the sky, while a nervous Mulch and Bucket observed them from their fishing boat. Hiccup and Sightless joined the small mob, and began to circle as well. The dark, menacing shape of the Gore Magala cowed the pair of Vikings into silence.

"Snotlout, Batwings," called Hiccup, "scare us up some dinner!"

The arrogant Jorgenson wasn't riding Snotsnarl, but the Monstrous Nightmare that he had tamed yesterday. Tigrexes weren't very skilled in the water, since they didn't eat a lot of fish, but Snotlout was lucky enough to have an alternative option.

"Right!" he affirmed confidently. "Let's go, Hookfang!"

"You too, Mocktalk!" ordered Batwings. "We're going to have fish for breakfast today!"

The ruby-colored dragon folded his wings and dove straight down, seemingly directly at the boat. It was followed by the colorful Qurupeco, who was, indeed, very adept in the water as well.

"DRAGON ATTACK!" screeched Bucket, and he and Mulch dove for cover.

Hookfang and Mocktalk hit the water on opposite sides of the boat, and immediately began circling it in ever-tightening laps. The closer they got, the more nervous Mulch and Bucket became – and just as Bucket was about to scream again, the creatures flew out of the water simultaneously, their work finished. The Vikings looked at the fishing nets that hung from the boat, and were surprised to find them full of flopping, tasty fish.

"Hey!" called Mulch. "Thanks, you two!"

Snotlout's whoop rang out across the sky. "That's right! _That_ just happened!"

"Mocktalk, Mocktalk, oi oi oi!" warbled the Qurupeco.

"Stop stealing my line already!" Snotlout yelled across to Batwings and his mount. They both chuckled and flew off with the rest of the gang, as the cheers of the watching Vikings from the cliff reached their ears.

The group split up on their monsters, soaring off to get more work done. Batwings, Snaketail, and the twins flew off toward the barn, where a few Vikings were struggling to get the sheep and yaks back into their pens. Meanwhile, Hiccup, Fishlegs, Arachne, and Astrid all flew off toward Mildew's cabbage farm, where the old man was already milling around.

"Morning, Mildew!" came Arachne's shout.

Mildew took one look at the sky and dove out of the way with a scream as Venomwing soared low over the ground. She sprayed venom down on the soil, killing off the numerous weeds. Astrid and Blackhawk followed the younger girl closely – the Yian Garuga used her super-sharp beak to cleave trenches in the dirt. Then Hiccup flew by on Sightless, scattering seeds across the entire field.

"It isn't three o'clock yet," chuckled Hiccup, "but it's time for some fertilizer!"

A small group of monsters flew over the farm, led by Fishlegs and Heatray. They had convinced them to do their morning business over the cabbage field, and they were all ready to relieve themselves.

Mildew stood amongst the hail of dung, watching in disbelief. "Wha…?" was all he could say.

"Smile, Mildew!" chirped Arachne. "We just saved you three months of work!"

The last task of the day was rounding up some rogue wild boars that were infesting the woods. That was left to the twins, who snickered sadistically as they flew over the sounder of boars on Queen and King. The Lunastra and Teostra let off bursts of fire and explosive powder, managing to herd the boars into the slaughterhouse. The Vikings managing the place closed the doors on the last of the boars and locked it, then waved in thanks.

"Destruction for a purpose," grinned Tuff.

"Yeah, who knew?" agreed Ruff.

With every task in the village finished in just less than an hour, Hiccup led his friends over into the plaza, where they were surrounded by enthusiastic Vikings, all in awe of how easily the riders had taken care of the village.

"How did you know that was going to work?" Astrid inquired of Hiccup, more eagerly than usual.

"Because they're monsters!" he replied with a grin, patting Sightless on the head. "And they're gonna do what monsters do. We just have to work with them and not against them."

But there was one person who wasn't happy with that idea.

"There they are, Stoick," rasped Mildew, hobbling up to the group with the Chief in tow. "Those monsters don't look like they're in cages to me."

* * *

><p><strong>Training Arena<strong>

If Hiccup and his friends were going to get punished, he could have done without the publicity. Every Viking on Berk was there to see Stoick and Gobber hand out their punishments to the teenagers. Out of all of them, only Batwings didn't look concerned. Hiccup decided to trust in the Siren's uncanny intuition, and began to believe that whatever punishment was coming, it wouldn't be so harsh.

However, the look on his dad's face certainly didn't look forgiving.

"Oh no," worried Fishlegs, looking increasingly panicky. "What's Stoick going to do to us?"

Ruffnut moaned, "I'm too pretty for jail!"

Tuff scoffed in reply, "Where'd you hear that?"

"Relax," muttered Batwings. "It isn't going to be that bad."

"I told you we were going to get in trouble," hissed Astrid, punching Hiccup's arm. "Ugh, you never listen to me!"

Stoick began to speak in a clear voice. "You all disobeyed my orders, and now there will be consequences –"

"Dad," interrupted Hiccup, firmly. "If anyone's going to get in trouble, it should be me."

"No," Stoick replied, shaking his head slowly. "You all had a hand in this. That's why –"

But he was interrupted again. "Yer gettin' a monster trainin' academy!" blurted Gobber, a jolly grin stretching across his face from ear to ear.

All around the arena, there were gasps. Not even Batwings had expected this.

"Gobber!" scolded Stoick. "I wanted to tell them that!"

"Yer right," admitted Gobber apologetically. "I'm sorry. Go ahead."

"Well you told most of it!" argued Stoick, still mad.

"Don't worry," replied Gobber. "You can still tell 'em the part about how _proud_ yeh are of 'em!"

"_Gobber_!" the Chief practically roared.

By now, the gang was all grinning so hard that their faces hurt. Astrid couldn't help but let a small giggle escape, and pretty soon, the tension in the air was released as everyone began to laugh.

Stoick turned to Hiccup when his chuckles had subsided, and sighed. "Hiccup…" he began, then paused awkwardly. "Well… what he said. You've all made me very proud. That's why I'm allowing you full use of this arena. The very first Berk Monster Academy is for you all."

There were a multitude of roars and screeches that pealed through the applause that the Viking audience showered them with. The group all ran to greet their monsters as the beasts all charged through the gate to smother them with affection. Even Snotsnarl cuddled his rider, who for once didn't protest.

"Now all you have to do is train them," Stoick said to his son, patting Sightless on the arm. Both his son and the Gore Magala smiled.

"Not a problem, Dad," replied Hiccup. "After all, I've got them."

He gestured to his friends and their monsters, and together, they almost glowed with happiness.

"Berk Monster Academy, huh?" remarked Astrid, putting her arm around Hiccup's shoulders. "I like the sound of that."

But amidst the cheer that surrounded the Berk Monster Academy, there was one pocket of grouchiness, with a tiny bit of menace at its very center. "I'll get those monsters yet," growled Mildew, stalking off with Fungus at his side.

* * *

><p><em>Monsters can't change who they are. But who would want them to?<em>

_Monsters are powerful, amazing creatures. And no matter how long it takes me, I'm going to learn everything there is to know about them._

_Wouldn't you?_

* * *

><p><strong>Phew, that was a lot of writing! Prepare for my chapters to be at least as long as this!<strong>

**Next time on "Monsters of Berk", the journey of our favorite monster riders will begin in earnest. Look forward to the next chapter, readers, and please give me reviews and feedback!**

**Up next: Legend of the Moonlit Tryst**
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_**Chapter 3**_

_**Legend of the Moonlit Tryst Part 1**_

* * *

><p><em>Every legend has a bit of truth buried at its very core. But sometimes, the legend can become so wild that even a friend may not believe you.<em>

_So when my mentor, Gobber, claimed to have met a mythical monster long ago, I believed him. And even when I started to doubt him, I made sure to remember that he was someone to indeed be believed._

* * *

><p><strong>Village Plaza, Nighttime<strong>

"FIRE!"

Hiccup awoke that night to the sound of chaos, and ran out the door to find just that waiting for him. There was a bright, flickering, orange light burning near the plaza. Knowing just what was causing the light, the Haddock boy ran inside to get Sightless.

As quickly as they were able, they soared down on silent wings down to the village. While they circled the village, Hiccup could see that all of Berk was there, helping to put out the immense fire. Monsters and dragons were flying all over, dropping buckets of water onto the blaze. He could see his friends flying on their monsters, at the heart of the action.

But when Hiccup took a closer look at the fire, he gasped. It wasn't just a regular fire – it was a house, and it was completely ablaze. But not only that, it was Gobber's house that had been set alight!

_Either Gobber left his undies by the oven again,_ Hiccup thought grimly, _or it was a monster._ _And the only monster with a powerful enough flame to set an entire house on fire is the Rathalos, King of the Skies!_

Stoick was there near the house, shouting orders. As the monsters, dragons, and Vikings all worked together to slowly extinguish the flames, Hiccup and Sightless finally touched down near him. Immediately, the boy jumped off and ran to his father's side.

"Dad, where's Gobber?" he asked frantically.

"I'm right here!" replied the familiar voice, calling out from the smithy nearby. Gobber hobbled out on his peg leg, carting a wheelbarrow full of weapons. "That beast'll pay fer this!"

Seriously, Stoick asked, "Gobber, what happened?"

"What's it look like?" his friend shot back. "A monster set me home on fire!"

The crowd gasped and began to mutter amongst themselves, while the gang of monster riders exchanged surprised glances.

Gobber raised his hook into the air and, angrily, began shouting at the star-speckled sky. "Yeh've pushed me too far this time, yeh ugly sack o' silver!"

Hiccup glanced at Stoick as the elder Haddock let out a loud, weary sigh. "Dad," he asked, "what's he talking about? Our monsters don't do that anymore."

"He doesn't mean one of ours," Stoick replied, patting his back. "Gobber, for the last time, there is no such thing as a –"

"Silver Rathalos?!" demanded Gobber, irately.

Now the Vikings in the crowd were rolling their eyes and muttering to themselves again.

"Whoa whoa whoa," said Tuffnut. "A what Rathalos?"

"The Silver Rathalos," answered Gobber. "A gigantic, shining beast that wears a coat of pure silver scales like a giant flyin' Snoggletog ornament."

"Doesn't sound too scary," Ruffnut said with a smirk.

"Yeah, what's so frightening about a giant Snoggletog ornament?" inquired Arachne innocently.

Fishlegs was hopping up and down with excitement. "Ooh, I've read about it in the Book of Monsters!" he exclaimed. "The book says that this legendary monster flies alone his entire life, and will stop at nothing to find the perfect minerals to build his coat of silver. And then he uses his coat to impress a female Rathian and start a family! It's AWESOME!" he finished with a squeal.

"Sort of the Snotlout of monsters, huh?" replied Snotlout musingly, admiring his muscles and waggling his eyebrows at Astrid. The Hofferson girl shoved him to the ground and stood closer to Hiccup.

Stoick laughed. "Come on," he chuckled. "It's a myth! It doesn't even exist!"

Gobber whirled on his lifelong friend and argued, "I'm tellin' ya, he's real. I've been runnin' from him me whole life. He's the one that started that fire!"

At that moment, Spitelout ran up urgently, holding up a disgusting-smelling, burnt pair of underpants on a stick. Hiccup was willing to bet, however, that the burnt smell was a sweeter aroma than their usual stench.

"Stoick!" called Spitelout, panting. "I found Gobber's undies hanging by his oven. They must have started the fire."

The crowd burst into laughter, and Gobber turned beet red.

"Still think it was a monster, or just your undies?" hooted a Viking from the audience, to the amusement of everyone else.

"I don't think, I _know_!" shouted Gobber, snatching his undies back. "Somehow he found me again. This monster is pure evil."

Sighing again, Stoick gently patted him on the shoulder. "Gobber, it's late, and we're too tired for your stories. Now get some rest."

"You rest," Gobber growled, tugging his wheelbarrow of weapons down to the docks. "I'm puttin' an end to this. Let's go, Phil," he added to his sheep, who dutifully followed him.

Hiccup sadly watched Gobber go as the crowd began to disperse. He hadn't seen Gobber this upset in a long time, and he didn't like it when the ordinarily-jolly Viking was so down in the dumps. He wanted to make sure that his mentor was feeling alright.

"I can't let him go all by myself," I muttered to my friends. Several of them nodded sympathetically.

He turned toward the group and said determinedly, "Alright, gang. Grab your shields and weapons."

Everyone cheered, and ran back to their houses to get packed for the trip.

Except Snotlout.

"There's no way I'm getting on a boat to go after a fake monster," he said stubbornly, folding his arms. "And that's final."

* * *

><p><strong>Sea Around Graveyard Island, After Midnight<strong>

Snotlout grunted, trying to shove his oar through the choppy waves. It was harder than it looked, and he had several splinters jabbing his hands every time he moved.

"You were saying, Snotlout?" sneered Batwings. He had hooked his wing claws into his oar and was using both his arms and wings to pull it back and forth.

Meanwhile, Gobber kept pushing us to row faster, but it was taxing work. Everyone was exhausted after a half hour of rowing, and they still hadn't made it to the deserted island near Berk called Graveyard Island, where Gobber said we had the best chance of finding the Silver Rathalos. Hiccup was having the most trouble, but even Astrid was starting to struggle.

"How fun is this, right?" Hiccup asked cheerfully, trying to keep everyone's spirits up. "We've got the team back together, another adventure… this is pretty cool, huh?"

The only reply he got was from Snotlout, who replied in a winded voice, "Yep. There's nothing cooler than rowing until your hands bleed…"

"Why couldn't we have just saddled up our monsters and _flown_ there?" complained Arachne, blowing on her stinging hands.

Snaketail opened her mouth to respond, but was cut off by the sound of Gobber sniffling. "I just want yeh kids to know," he spoke up tearfully, "that it touches me heart that yeh volunteered to help me slay the Silver Rathalos. True Vikings, yeh are…"

"Are we there yet?" grunted Ruffnut.

"Oh, you'll know we're there when you go blind from the reflected moonlight," Fishlegs said nervously, tapping his feet frantically on the deck. "Legend says the Silver Rathalos' wings are so luminous, they can burn your eyes right out of your sockets!"

Gobber silenced him. "Not so, Fishlegs," he claimed. "The Silver Rathalos' wings aren't shiny at all. That's why he's terrifyin'!"

"So," Snaketail wondered, "if we don't see anything, we're dead?"

There was instant silence, broken only by the steady rushing of the waves around us.

"I don't see anything," whispered Tuffnut.

Suddenly, Phil bleated loudly, causing the group to jump out of their seats and yelp.

"Aha, good one, Phil!" laughed Gobber. His expression suddenly turned thoughtful, and he asked, "Now, did I ever tell ya how I met the dreaded Silver Rathalos…?"

* * *

><p><strong>Ice-Sheathed Sea, Many, Many Years Ago<strong>

"_I was a young lad," Gobber recited, "about yer age, on summer vacation with me family. When, all of a sudden, I heard the call o' nature."_

The teenaged Gobber rowed the boat lazily along, admiring the glaciers that packed the ocean. But suddenly, he felt that unmistakable feeling, and his eyes widened uncomfortably.

"Dad, pull the boat over!" he squeaked, and jumped onto the nearest ice floe with his Great Sword in hand.

"Didn't I tell ya to go before we left?" his father yelled after him.

It wasn't long before the young boy found a nice, private spot behind a particularly large glacier to do his business. He finished, picked up his Great Sword, and began to walk back to where his parents had left the boat. But when he turned around, he stopped, and his eyes bugged.

"_I saw an army of Vikings, frozen deep within the glacier! Clutched in the hand o' one of 'em was a small treasure chest. I. Had. To have it."_

Gobber stared at the immense, icy wall with the frozen army inside of it. It was probably the coolest thing he had ever seen (pardon the pun). In the hand of the nearest and fiercest-looking of the Vikings, there was a fist-sized, golden treasure chest. Gobber's eyes widened, and he immediately knew that the treasure was his to claim.

Smirking confidently, he pulled back his Great Sword and yelled a battle cry. He swung hard at the glacier, and successfully smashed a deep hole into the ice. The edge of the treasure chest poked through the hole, and Gobber pulled it out with only a small amount of effort.

"_I reached in, and pulled out the chest. It was the most beautiful thing I ever saw! But the frozen Viking was still alive, and started punchin' me in the face!"_

Gobber suddenly screamed in shock as the Viking's hand suddenly moved, clenching into a fist and slugging him in the face. On the third blow, he not only acquired a black eye, but he also felt something come loose in his mouth.

"Ow, me tooth!" he exclaimed, gingerly rubbing the bloody socket with his finger.

Just then, a mumbling noise came from the glacier. It was the frozen Viking, his face still trapped in a vicious snarl, pointing with a hairy finger at the sky behind Gobber. Confused, the teenager tilted his head to try and listen better.

The Viking pointed again, and mumbled louder and more urgently. A shadow quickly flew across the ground, and Gobber looked up in fright. What he saw froze him in his tracks (again, pardon the pun).

"_An' there it was. I never even saw it comin'. The Silver Rathalos!"_

Giving an immense roar of fury that rattled the glacier, the Silver Rathalos dove down from the sky, silver scales flashing blindingly in the sunlight and his talons thrown out in front of it. He reached for Gobber, and he ducked out of the way.

The monster snapped his claws shut just short of his hands, and Gobber felt the poisonous tip lightly graze his helmet. He looked up to see the Silver Rathalos fly right past him, unable to stop, and he crashed into the glacier with a startled squawk. The glacier began to crack and fracture with great, echoing, shattering noises, and Gobber started to run for his life.

"_The monster crashed into the glacier, causin' an avalanche of frozen Vikings!"_

At that moment, the glacier shattered behind the fleeing Gobber. Massive pieces of ice began to tumble after him, most of them with Vikings frozen inside them. He ran up the icy slopes, slipping and stumbling in a panic. The ice chunks began falling into the sea, causing rough waves that rocked the ice floes.

As if things weren't bad enough, the Silver Rathalos was back, and he swooped down towards Gobber, trying to snatch the treasure for himself. He never saw him coming, and tripped in utter shock when his claws snapped shut just above his head. He hit the ice with a pained grunt, and the treasure slipped out of his hands.

"The treasure!" the young Viking wailed, and scrambled after it. The little box bounced to the edge of the ice floe and fell into the water with a *plop*, but Gobber was close behind. He plunged his hand into the frigid water, reaching desperately for the sinking chest.

"_I reached into the water, only ta find the frozen Viking punchin' me in the face again!"_

Once he felt the smooth metal of the golden chest, Gobber relaxed – and then screamed shrilly when something grabbed him from the depths! A chunk of ice floated to the surface, and he found himself staring at the Viking that had been holding the treasure beforehand. He already had a hold of Gobber's arm, and began punching him in the face with his own fist!

Suddenly, the Silver Rathalos plunged down onto the ice floe, catapulting Gobber up into the air just as he wrenched the treasure chest free of the frozen Viking's grasp. Gobber held the golden box up into the air and shouted triumphantly.

But then, with a roar, the Silver Rathalos flew past and shot out his talons, snagging the treasure chest tightly and attempting to fly off with it. Gobber didn't let go, not even as the monster started to carry him off.

"_The Silver Rathalos wanted that treasure, but I wanted it more!_"

Coming up fast was another glacier, the biggest Gobber had seen yet, and it rapidly became clear that the Silver Rathalos was aiming to smash him into the ice. But, Gobber noticed, there was a huge hole in the side of the glacier, and he realized that it was his only chance of escape. Just as the monster put on a final burst of speed and flew toward the glacier, Gobber ripped the treasure free of his claws and dove through the hole.

He found himself traveling on a winding ice slide that traveled through the blue-green depths of the glacier. There was a sudden impact from outside that shook the iceberg, and it began to collapse. The avalanche bore down on him rapidly, and Gobber clutched the treasure more tightly in his hands, unwilling to let go.

The teenager managed to stay just ahead of the roaring wall of tumbling ice and snow. As he slid down across the slide, he began to notice strange things frozen inside the walls – a few fish, a dragon-like beast with no wings and tiny arms, and even a huge object that looked a lot like a giant plate with a bubble on top. But even as Gobber wondered what these things were, the ice slide suddenly curved upwards, and he shot out of the glacier and high into the air.

Behind him, the iceberg crumbled into the water, right on top of the dazed Silver Rathalos. Ice and wyvern hit the frostbitten waters with an immense splash, and sunk into the depths.

Gobber abruptly began to fall, and luckily, he landed right in his parent's boat. He looked around in bewilderment, almost unwilling to believe that his adventure was over just like that.

"What took ya so long?" his father asked grumpily, and he just shrugged his shoulders with a nervous chuckle.

* * *

><p><strong>Sea Around Graveyard Island<strong>

Gobber's story had rendered everyone speechless.

"Are you expecting us to believe that a frozen Viking punched you in the face?" chuckled Snotlout.

"Yeah!" he replied. "Twice!"

"Hey, it could happen," Hiccup replied, defending the blacksmith. To him, the story sounded at least partially plausible – and anyway, if he didn't believe his old mentor, then who would? Gobber had been there for him almost his whole life, and he felt like he needed to be there for Gobber.

"What do ya mean, it 'could'?" Gobber asked incredulously. "It _did_! But luckily, I outsmarted the flashy beast."

"Yeah, I hate being a stickler for detail," Fishlegs replied almost patronizingly, "but calling a Silver Rathalos 'flashy' would be an understatement. Legend says that –"

"Fishlegs," Gobber sighed, "I know what I didn't see! But I could feel it. I have this sense fer danger. I can smell it, I can taste the oncoming doom –"

There was an immense impact that rocked the boat, throwing everyone out of their seats with startled yells and screams. Splinters of wood flew through the air as the boat ran aground on a tall, pointed rock spire. The hull had been fatally breached.

"I'm tasting rocks," Astrid remarked, slowly calming down.

The group looked around frantically, and only then noticed the strange landscape before them – a desolate land filled with monster bones, oddly twisted rocks, and the old, moss-covered ruins of an ancient village.

They had arrived at Graveyard Island.

"Ah, we're here," Gobber murmured with a satisfied grin.

They wasted no time in retrieving their weapons, supplies, and Phil, and then waded the short distance to the shores of Graveyard Island. Batwings and Snaketail actually fell in the water when they stepped into a spot where the water was unusually deep. But, exhaustedly, the gang eventually managed to settle down amongst the ruins, sitting on the remnants of old stone towers and houses.

And as they did so, their boat sunk into the sea.

"Now we're stuck on this deserted island and no one even knows we're here!" Ruffnut complained.

"Except the Silver Rathalos," stated Fishlegs. "Legend says he inhabits old ruins like these because –"

"You know what legend also says?" snapped Snotlout. "Stop talking!"

"You, legend?" snickered Snaketail. "Please, I'm sure there are better tales out there to tell."

Hiccup turned toward Batwings, who had his wings wrapped around his soaking-wet body, shivering. "You think you can fly us all home?" the boy inquired.

The Siren shook his head. "T-Too cold," he muttered. "And even so, I feel too nervous to even get off the ground. Something about this island gives me the creeps…"

"No need ta panic, kids!" called Gobber, cheerfully, limping over to us and sitting down as well. "I've been shipwrecked many times!"

Hiccup rolled his eyes. "Oh, well, that's comforting," he replied sarcastically.

The group, with nothing better to do, began to sharpen their weapons, thinking all the while. They were stuck on Graveyard Island with no transportation (unless Batwings suddenly got over his nervousness) and only a few days' worth of food and water.

"Oh, why couldn't we have brought the monsters with us?" whined Arachne.

Gobber paid her no heed, and hummed to himself merrily. "Yeh never forget yer first shipwreck…" he sighed wistfully.

Hiccup got the feeling that he and his friends were in for another of his tall tales.

* * *

><p><strong>Small Speck of Land, Many Years Ago<strong>

"_I was stranded on an island with only me broom!" Gobber reminisced. "It was a very small island, so it was no wonder the Silver Rathalos found me again. He never forgave me fer takin' that treasure."_

Stranded on an island barely big enough for him to stand up on, Gobber took a look at his broom and groaned to himself. Why couldn't he ever be caught in situations like this with a weapon or something else useful? Looking out across the endless ocean, he couldn't find any escape, so he began to sit down.

And just when he ducked, there was a huge roar, and he looked up to see the shining silver beast fly out from the clouds above. A single fireball blasted out of his jaws and hit the single palm tree rising up from the tiny island, burning it down to ashes. Gobber's eyes widened as he saw the blaze eat up the tree until there was nothing left.

The Silver Rathalos soared off for another go, disappearing into the thick clouds. But as he did so, he cut through the mist in the distance. Through the small gap that the wyvern had left behind, Gobber could see that there was another, much larger island nearby.

"_There was another island, my only escape! But then, I was surrounded by bloodthirsty hammerhead sharks! I only had one chance, so I ran across the shark-infested waters."_

Just as Gobber was about to jump into the water, hundreds of fins rose up from the depths. He paused, seeing his only escape route effectively blocked by a wall of snapping jaws and glinting teeth. He looked up at the sky fearfully, and indeed, the Silver Rathalos could be seen faintly through the obscuring clouds, coming around for another go.

Without any other choice, Gobber did what any brave Viking warrior would do in such a hopeless situation – he leapt across the water, using the sharks as stepping stones. Other sharks launched themselves out of the water at him, their terrible jaws wide open, but Gobber simply beat them aside without even stopping. The Viking just kept going, swatting aside the monstrous fish that got in his path as he hopped from shark to shark. He was slowly but surely making his way toward the larger island.

A shark suddenly jumped out of the water and snapped its jaws shut, inches short of Gobber's head. He grinned and sang, "Someone forgot ta brush!" as he used his broom to quickly scrub clean the shark's fangs.

It fell back into the water, and Gobber desperately ran the last few meters toward the island. The Silver Rathalos was right behind him, diving down at a steep angle with his terrible claws extended.

"_I didn't think I was gonna make it. But then, from the depths of the ocean, leapt forth… a giant hammerhead whale!"_

There was a mighty splash, and a low, mournful bellow that roared out across the sea. Gobber jumped off of the last shark and dove for the sandy beaches just in front of him. He whirled around in time to see the Silver Rathalos' talons centimeters away from his face, and a gigantic sea creature surging up from the deep to crunch down on the silvery snack.

But the Silver Rathalos gave up on Gobber at the last minute, flying away just as the whale's jaws slammed shut with an echoing *crack*. He vanished into the clouds and was seen no more.

* * *

><p><strong>Graveyard Island<strong>

When Gobber had finished the story of how he had met the Silver Rathalos and hammerhead whale, there were more than a few skeptical faces staring at him speechlessly. Tuffnut and Snotlout were still unconvinced, and Snaketail and Astrid were clearly beginning to doubt the blacksmith as well.

Even Hiccup's trust in Gobber was starting to fade a little. How tall could a tale get?

Knowing Gobber, probably a lot taller – as he was soon to find out.

"A hammerhead… whale," repeated Snaketail, raising an eyebrow.

"You never know," Batwings replied. "The ocean is a dark, deep, and mysterious place. I should know, since my kind likes taking morning swims through the sea. I'm sure hammerhead whales exist somewhere down there."

Hiccup nodded. "See, Batwings believes it," he told Snaketail, who just shook her head in exasperation.

Fishlegs and Arachne, on the other hand, were pretty enthusiastic with Gobber's tale. "Whoa!" exclaimed the Philston girl. "Did the whale eat the Silver Rathalos?"

Gobber chuckled and answered her, "Almost, but the monster got away…"

* * *

><p><strong>Tryst (noun) – an appointment to meet at a certain time and place, especially one made somewhat secretly by lovers.<strong>

**Interesting definition, no? Considering that there's a quest in Monster Hunter Tri Ultimate called "Moonlit Tryst", it's even more fascinating. But just what tryst is there?**

**Also, I loosely based the scene where Gobber was sliding down the ice slide on the ice cave scene in the first Ice Age movie. Just throwing that out there.**

**Review and see you soon, readers!**

**P.S. Be sure to check out StoryGirl1997's fanfic "How to Become a Trainer". It's a HTTYD/Pokemon crossover like no other!**
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_**Chapter 3**_

_**Legend of the Moonlit Tryst Part 2**_

* * *

><p><strong>Jungle, Not so Many Years Ago<strong>

"_Years later," Gobber continued his story, "he hunted me down again and chased me into the jungle. All I had was me trusty eggbeater. I carved through that thick brush as fast as a jungle cat. Still, the Silver Rathalos was right behind me."_

The sound of huge, crashing footfalls sounded behind Gobber as he raced through the thick vines, cutting them up with his eggbeater. It was the sound of ferns and other plants being crushed under the Silver Rathalos' talons as he chased after him, surprisingly swiftly for a monster built for the sky.

Running clear of the last of the vines, Gobber looked back briefly to see the glowing green eyes of the silvery wyvern right behind him. The shade provided by the trees and vines overhead wrapped the creature in darkness, only adding to how terrifying he already was! Swallowing thickly, Gobber doubled his pace, and burst through the foliage to find himself on a natural dirt path that wound through the jungle.

"Ooh, azaleas!" the Viking exclaimed with delight, seeing a patch of the purple flowers growing just in front of him. He bent down to sniff one, but the sound of trees toppling to the ground just behind him prompted him to run.

Just in time, Gobber ran out of the way as the Silver Rathalos leapt out of the undergrowth and landed on top of the azalea patch, crushing the flowers to dust. With a snarl, he turned down the path and chased after him once more, gaining with every step.

"_I ran up the side of a volcano, an' courageously leapt across the fiery crater! Then, deep within the burning volcano, burst forth a giant hammerhead yak!"_

A great, smoking mountain loomed in Gobber's path even as the trees began to thin. Expertly, he scrambled up the steep slopes of the volcano, even as the Silver Rathalos behind him spread his wings and took flight just behind him.

He climbed to the top of the volcano and was immediately faced with a bubbling pit of glowing, steaming hot lava. He stopped for a quick breather – and then saw the Silver Rathalos fly up over the cliff he stood upon, his silvery wings spread wide. Bathed in the glow of the orange-red lava, he looked frighteningly majestic.

Gobber yelped at the sight of the great beast and, knowing that it would dive down at him at any second, he steeled his courage and jumped across the crater with all his might. The Silver Rathalos followed, emitting a shrill screech as he flew down from out of the smoke and ash above.

But then, the lava exploded, and a massive yak jumped out of the boiling molten rock, reaching for the Silver Rathalos' tail with its hoof. However, its aim was poor, and it ended up grabbing Gobber instead of the wyvern. The monster screeched again and flew away from the volcano, knowing that revenge would be impossible yet again.

The yak's eyes widened as it saw the Viking trapped in its hoof, just as they began to fall back into the lava. It hurled the Viking the rest of the way across the crater, and he hit the ground on the far side – then bounced all the way down the volcano, yelling in pain each time he did so.

* * *

><p><strong>Graveyard Island<strong>

This time, Gobber's wild story had convinced both Ruffnut and Batwings that he was just making things up. Hiccup wanted to believe the burly blacksmith, but even his faith in his mentor was dwindling more and more.

However, Fishlegs and Arachne were at the edge of their seats, with excited expressions on their faces. They, at least, had eaten it all up.

"Ooooookay, wait a minute," Tuff started, interrupting Gobber's story. "You're saying that a giant hammerhead yak leapt out of the volcano and _ate_ the Rathalos?"

"I know for _certain_ that such a beast doesn't exist," added Batwings with finality.

Ruffnut just smirked and wiped her nose, silently agreeing with the two of them.

"Ha, yeh'd think so, wouldn't yeh?" Gobber told them proudly. "But the Silver Rathalos got away again. I knew that shiny scoundrel would keep comin' after me…"

* * *

><p><strong>Snowy Mountains, a Few Years Ago<strong>

"_So," he continued, "I set up a gauntlet of traps and waited fer the beast."_

With a grunt, Gobber finished setting up the last of his bear traps. He stood back to admire his work, then frowned and shifted the active trap a few feet to the left. Satisfied, he gazed around at the small grove of trees, near which he had placed two more bear traps and a huge, spiky iron ball that dangled from the top of the tree by a rope.

Sitting down on a nearby tree stump, Gobber took out his guitar and began to glare off into the dark forest, strumming notes on the musical instrument. If there was one thing he prided himself on, besides his blacksmithing skills and monster-slaying skills, it was his artistic inclination for musical instruments.

"_An' when he was ready, he charged! Then I ran like the wind, but the traps failed!"_

The stillness and calm of the frosty forest was shattered by the screech of the Silver Rathalos, who lunged out of the darkness with his jaws wide open. His powerful legs carried him straight toward Gobber with awesome speed.

However, the Viking just laughed mockingly, hopped off of his stump, and dashed through the grove where he had set all his traps. In an almost mindless rage, the Silver Rathalos ran right after him, stepping in all of the bear traps and passing underneath the iron ball. However, he was too fast, and the traps snapped at empty air – except the last one, which latched onto its tail with a painful, toothy grip.

The monster's scream of pain prompted Gobber to look back over his shoulder triumphantly – only for the sight of the further-enraged Silver Rathalos chasing him down to wipe the smug grin right off his face.

He faced forward again just in time to see a cliff looming ahead of him. Gobber skidded to a halt just short of the edge, causing a few patches of snow to slip down into the forest hundreds of feet below. With nothing but empty air in front of him, and a furiously angry monster behind him, Gobber was trapped!

Gobber turned around, just in time to see the Silver Rathalos lunge forward, clutching him in his talons extremely tightly. Struggling and trying to ignore the crushing pain, Gobber could faintly see the monster's tail wagging behind him, one of the bear traps attached to it.

"_Then, captured, I did what any brave Viking would do!"_

The wyvern peered down at Gobber with one frightening green eye. Deeming his prey helpless, he opened his tooth-filled jaws to finish him off.

"HEEEEEELP!" screamed Gobber, the cry echoing across the mountainous forest. He knew that he was probably already doomed, and that no one would come in time to save him.

"_The gods must have heard me prayers. It was Thor!"_

But just as Gobber thought that his yelling was a lost cause, a great shadow fell across the mountains. From a gigantic thundercloud that floated thousands of kilometers up in the vast sky, the mighty figure of Thor stared down imperiously at the Silver Rathalos and the trapped Viking, a flash of lightning and a rumble of thunder announcing his arrival magnificently.

"Ooooooooh," breathed Gobber, eyes widening in awe.

"_He tossed a mighty thunderbolt!"_

Thor reared back and hurled an impressively large bolt of pure lightning. The bolt lanced down from the heavens, dead on course for the cliff.

But then, Gobber's look of awe faded as he followed the thunderbolt's path down the cliffside and into the ground far below.

"Huh," he snorted, unimpressed. "Yeh missed!"

"Wait for it…" rumbled Thor, holding his hand up as a gesture of caution.

"_Then, from the center of the earth, blasted forth… the hammerhead yak riding the hammerhead whale! And they were being carried by a monstrous hammerhead hawk!"_

The ground shook, and from the smoking crater that Thor's thunderbolt had created, out flew a massive grey bird of prey, big and strong enough to streak upward as a blur while carrying the whale and the yak in its talons.

The hammerhead hawk, once it had soared high above the cliff, dropped the whale. The sea beast blasted the yak off of its back with a spurt of water from its blowhole, and the yak landed on the cliff directly in front of the Silver Rathalos.

With a snarl, the yak threw a punch with its hoof, bashing the wyvern in the face. It then dealt a devastating uppercut, throwing the Silver Rathalos into the air. Finally, it ended with a two-hooved smash to the head, making the stunned monster drop into the snow like a rock. Gobber scrambled free of his claws, just as a shadow fell on the Silver Rathalos.

The whale, jaws opened wide, took a huge bite out of the cliffside, taking the Silver Rathalos with it. The hawk followed closely, passing the whale and diving back into the crater. But the Silver Rathalos soon wriggled free of the whale's jaws and flew off, limping through the air with the bear trap stuck to his tail.

But Gobber didn't care. Amazed, he peered over the cliff and watched the whale and the yak go. And with a happy whale-song, the whale turned its head up toward him and merrily saluted him with its fin.

Gobber smiled fondly and saluted it back, then waved in thanks.

"Yeah!" he cried triumphantly, then doubled over in pain. "My back…!"

* * *

><p><strong>Graveyard Island<strong>

"That does it," muttered Snaketail.

Now Hiccup was skeptical as well. Snotlout and Astrid looked fed up, and Ruff and Tuff had uncomprehending expressions. It was very clear that everyone was very tired with Gobber's tall tales.

Almost everyone.

"Whoa, the whale saluted you?!" squealed Fishlegs.

"Ha, can ya believe it?" replied Gobber, laughing. "But the Silver Rathalos got away _again_! He found me on Berk, and… well, ya know the rest."

"Come on!" shouted Snotlout. "You totally made everything up!"

"There's no 'center of the earth'," scoffed Batwings, tucking his wings more tightly against his back. "The world is flat. Flatter than Ruff's chest. Everyone knows that."

"Hey!" yelled the Thorston girl, highly insulted.

"You don't even have any proof that this thing exists!" accused Tuff.

"Of course I have proof!" replied Gobber, indignantly. "I still have the treasure – this stunning belt buckle! It was in the Viking's treasure chest. It's kept me pants up fer years."

He lifted up his shirt, allowing us to see the belt buckle for ourselves. It was made of pure silver, and was an oddly twisted shape, perfect for holding someone's pants up.

"It _is_ stunning," agreed Arachne.

Hiccup suddenly yelped when Astrid punched him in the shoulder. He turned to give her an appalled look, and she just glared skeptically back and gestured to Gobber. Knowing just what she meant, the Haddock boy sighed and made his way across the ruins, where Gobber was sitting on a boulder.

"Listen, Gobber?" he said tentatively. "Instead of chasing down an imaginary monster, maybe we should figure out how to get home."

Gobber put down his whetstone and examined his sharpened hook, then stood up and looked down at Hiccup. "Say no more," he said seriously. "I hear yeh loud an' clear. I've got a plan."

Then, he looked over the gang appraisingly and asked, "Now, who'd like ta be monster bait?"

Hiccup facepalmed exasperatedly. _I can't believe this is happening,_ he thought.

Nonetheless, everyone nervously stepped away from Gobber's hook, which he pointed at them. Fishlegs was too slow to react, though, and thus he ended up being the sole volunteer for Gobber's plan.

A half hour later, they were standing in a clearing with ivy-covered ruins all around them. Fishlegs had been hastily disguised as a Gobber look-alike, wearing a dragon skull for a helmet, some rope for a mustache, and a talon bone for a hook. He stood on a pile of mixed rubble and bones, while a gigantic ribcage attached to a sturdy rope dangled above him. The whole thing was framed by two ancient towers.

"Uh, Gobber?" called Fishlegs. "A-Are you sure this is safe?"

Gobber squinted at him, then waved a dismissive hand and replied, "Ah, safety's overrated."

He motioned Hiccup and the rest of the gang, minus Fishlegs, behind a pile of ruins and began to speak. "Okay, here's the plan," he said. "The Silver Rathalos wants me, right? He comes down that trail" – he pointed at a misty path that wound deeper into the ruins – "sees Fishlegs, thinks it's me, rushes Fishlegs" – said boy squeaked with fear – "causing Phil to trip that rope" – he pointed to the tripwire he had set up next to the nonchalantly-grazing sheep – "dropping that ribcage, and then we rush in and finish him off, once and for all!" By the end of his speech, he was beaming proudly.

"It's sad when they get old," whispered Snotlout.

"Gobber, you are taking this way too far," Hiccup said fiercely. "Just get it through your head and accept it – there is no such thing as the Silver Rathalos!"

"Wormsquat," insisted Gobber. "Now, get into position." He peeked over the ruins to look across the clearing at Fishlegs, and shouted, "Way to go, Fishlegs! Yer doin' fine!"

Frustrated, Hiccup made a strangled sound halfway between a groan and a growl before settling in to wait beside the others. He didn't understand why Gobber insisted on doing this anyway – it made so much more sense to spend their time figuring out a way to get back home, instead of hunting for a made-up monster!

"Why does no one listen to me?" he growled to himself.

As the scrawny boy stewed in his own frustration, the other teenagers were arguing amongst themselves. Their voices slowly began to get louder as they debated back and forth.

"No wonder the whole village thinks you're crazy," Snaketail muttered.

"He probably saw an Azure Rathalos and mistook it for silver," added Astrid.

"Everyone knows the Silver Rathalos is just an old wife's tale," said Ruffnut for good measure.

"And what about the hammerhead yak?" demanded Tuffnut. He shoved his sister over to give himself some room, and she shoved him back twice as hard.

The argument was getting more and more heated, with everyone trying to talk over everyone else. In fact, the group never even heard Fishlegs' calls, or the soft sound of wingbeats as something closed in from behind.

Finally, Fishlegs screamed, "GUYS!"

Everyone responded with a unified "WHAT?!"

Then a quiet, menacing growl reached their ears, along with what felt like a hot wind blowing at the back of their necks. It was accompanied by a strange, metallic clinking sound.

"He's right behind us, isn't he?" asked Hiccup drily.

Then they all turned around, and their mouths dropped open in a silent gasp. There stood the Silver Rathalos, much bigger than a regular red Rathalos, his silver-and-black scales glittering in the sparse moonlight that shone through the clouds overhead. He stood tall with his head raised high in the air, his bright green eyes looking down his beaked snout to stare at the comparatively tiny humans below him. His spiny tail waved back and forth across the ground, the old bear trap attached to it making a clinking noise every time it moved. He spread its wings – but instead of a blinding silvery flash of light, all they saw was dull grey skin.

"Well what do you know?" Fishlegs murmured to himself, across the clearing. "His wings don't shine."

But the Silver Rathalos didn't care about that. All he wanted was to finally get his revenge on the Viking that stole _his_ treasure so long ago. Eyes narrowed and fixed on Gobber, he belted out an awesome roar that sent the group scattering.

"Okay, Gobber!" gasped Astrid, scrambling over the ruins. "We believe you!"

"They do say that seeing is believing!" squeaked Snaketail, ducking under a fireball shot from the monster's jaws.

"And you wondered what was unnerving me so!" added Batwings. He was still too scared to open his wings, and he scrabbled with his talons across the ground alongside his friends.

The Silver Rathalos exhaled a fireball that exploded against the ground just behind the fleeing Vikings, and the small shockwave that ensued from the blast threw them all onto the pile of bones. The next instant, the ribcage dangling above suddenly dropped down upon them.

"PHIL!" scolded Gobber.

The sheep didn't even glance at him, just kept grazing.

Trapped, Hiccup and the rest couldn't do anything to escape the wrathful Rathalos. He swatted at the ribcage with his tail, the bear trap clinking loudly against the bones, and buffeted the Vikings with gusts from his wings. Sooner or later, he would find a way to get them out in the open, and then pick them off one by one.

The Silver Rathalos inhaled deeply, gas forming at the back of his throat. Everyone threw themselves against the ribs that held them prisoner just before a blast of flames tore through the gaps in the cage.

"Find a happy place… find a happy place…" muttered Snotlout.

"He wants my head!" screamed Fishlegs, swinging his Carapace Mace wildly before him. "I swear he wants my head!"

"Bring it on, butt-elf!" demanded Tuffnut. He brandished his Red Prominence Lance and added, "No one messes with Tuffnut Thorston! Except Ruffnut."

Hiccup had his Hunter's Dagger out and held in front of him defensively. But as he stared up at the furious monster, now biting savagely at the ribs, he remembered something that Fishlegs had said earlier.

"He searches for the perfect minerals to build his coat of silver…" he murmured in realization. "Wait a second… the treasure!"

Hiccup instantly glanced toward Gobber, whose silver belt buckle glinted faintly underneath his shirt.

"Gobber!" cried Hiccup. "Take off your pants!"

"Eh?" replied the blacksmith, giving his apprentice a quizzical look.

"NO!" shrieked everyone else.

Hastening to explain, Hiccup scrambled over to Gobber and told him, "Listen – Fishlegs was right! The Silver Rathalos is supposed to have bright wings, but maybe this one doesn't because the silver he needs is your belt buckle!"

Meanwhile, the Silver Rathalos succeeded in ripping away one of the ribs from their cage.

Astrid, always a quick study, ran up to Gobber as well and agreed, "Please, Gobber, you have to give it back!"

"No way! It's mine!" Gobber said stubbornly.

And then the Silver Rathalos lunged forward through the gap in the ribcage, his head reaching just far enough for him to clamp his jaws around Gobber's peg leg.

"Uh oh," he added. With a quick wrench, the Silver Rathalos pulled him out of the cage and began to toss his head around, shaking Gobber wildly in all directions.

"Give him back his silver!" Hiccup called.

"Noooooooo!" he called back.

"_Give him back his silver!_" Batwings yelled, more forcefully.

"NOOOOOOOO!" bellowed Gobber.

Finally, tiring of his little game, the Silver Rathalos tilted his head back and tossed Gobber high into the air. Down below, everyone gasped and ran to the large gap in the ribcage in order to get a better look.

"NOOOOOOO…!" repeated Gobber, but then he appeared to give in. His yell petered down to "…oh, all right…" and with that, he ripped off the piece of silver holding his pants up and flung it down at the wyvern.

Eagerly, the Silver Rathalos opened his jaws and swallowed the precious metal whole. Instantly, he let out a contented gurgle and flexed his wings, appearing to enjoy the taste. Slowly at first, blotches of shiny silver appeared and started to spread across his broad wings, and then spread much more rapidly until they were covered with silver.

Then, he opened up his wings, and they glowed with a brilliant, blinding light. Hiccup immediately ducked his head, his eyes hurting from even that brief glimpse of the Silver Rathalos' shining wings. The rest followed his lead, even as they heard Gobber fall with a clatter into a smaller pile of bones.

Almost reverently, the Silver Rathalos folded his new silver wings, banishing the glow. He glared at the spot where Gobber had fallen, and lunged forward with a screech. The gusts of wind whipped up from his wings scattered the bones, exposing the shaken Viking and allowing him to see his nemesis charging forward to finish him.

"He's still mad!" squeaked Arachne. She was hiding behind Astrid's leg, so terrified was she.

"What do we do now?" wondered Ruffnut.

In the nick of time, Gobber managed to dive out of the Rathalos' path. Without stopping, he turned swiftly and charged after the Viking again, crashing into the ribcage as he did so. Shaking his head to clear the dizziness that was caused by the impact, the Silver Rathalos ran right over Gobber, who got up and managed to grab onto the end of the monster's tail.

"What in the name of Thor is that lunatic doing?!" demanded Snotlout incredulously.

Noticing that his archrival was now clinging to his tail, the Silver Rathalos began to turn and shake wildly, trying to throw him off. But Gobber hung on strongly, keeping his grip through every lash, whip, and shake of the monster's tail.

"No yeh don't!" he managed to grunt. "I still got one more thing ta do to yeh first, beastie!"

Hiccup's mouth dropped open. _He still isn't trying to slay him, is he?_ he thought. The question was accompanied by a hot flash of panic.

Gobber climbed further up the Silver Rathalos' tail and reached the bear trap that clung to it. From the sidelines, Hiccup could see that the trap's teeth dug deep into the wyvern's flesh, and that the wounds were caked with dried blood. He could guess that the Silver Rathalos had endured years of agony thanks to that trap.

And in a flash, it was off. Gobber grabbed both jaws of the trap, pulled with all his Viking strength, and the trap released its hold on the Silver Rathalos' tail.

At once, the monster hurled Gobber off of its tail and down to the ground at his claws. The Silver Rathalos dipped his head down toward the blacksmith, his expression fearsome but unreadable. Then – he nuzzled Gobber, gurgling deep in his throat.

Gobber stumbled when the wyvern's muzzle nudged him, and his pants subsequently fell off, revealing his dirt-streaked underpants. The entire gang turned around with various disgusted reactions.

"That's going to give me nightmares…" muttered Hiccup, screwing his eyes shut and grimacing.

"At least we have a ride home," noted Astrid, gesturing to the silver wyvern.

Hiccup grinned as he saw Gobber using his hook to scratch the monster under the chin while it wagged its injured tail enthusiastically. _So much for that rivalry._

But just then, there was a mighty roar that sounded from over the mountains behind them. Gobber flinched in fright, as did the others. But the Silver Rathalos perked up, raised his head, and let out an answering roar that carried for miles.

Snaketail asked the obvious. "What was that?"

And it was Hiccup who answered her. "I think it was… that," he said, pointing up at the peak of the mountain.

Everyone looked up – and gasped in awe. There, soaring above the mountain's white-capped crest, was a huge, gleaming golden wyvern. It roared again, flew one last circle around the mountain, and then dove downwards toward the ruins.

Hiccup could not believe his eyes. The golden wyvern landed elegantly on the ground and stalked toward the Silver Rathalos, letting out a soft croon. The silver one crooned back and approached the golden one, extending his wings and letting them flash in the moonlight. The golden one opened its wings and flashed them as well.

"I don't believe it," murmured Fishlegs. "The Book of Monsters was right! That's a Gold Rathian!"

"No way," exclaimed Arachne, pushing her way to the front of the gang so she could see.

The Gold Rathian was every bit as majestic as the Silver Rathalos. She looked almost identical to the male wyvern, only a little bit smaller. Instead of long spines adorning her tail, she had a cluster of barbs that stuck out from the tip. She also had a long spike on her chin, and spotted patterns on her wings. And, of course, instead of silver, her body was coated from head to tail in pure gold.

Not even Gobber could find his voice as he looked upon the glittering pair of bejeweled wyverns. The pair nuzzled each other lovingly, seeming to have fallen in love with each other at first sight.

"Whoa, I thought they just met," Tuff said bluntly.

"And they're acting like they've known each other for years," Ruff added.

"Well, the Book of Monsters says that some monsters from the Flying Wyvern class are very emotional and romantically-inclined," lectured Fishlegs. "It's very likely that those two have already accepted each other as mates. Legend says that the Silver Rathalos and Gold Rathian meet up in secluded places, like these ruins for instance, in order to court each other. It's called the Moonlit Tryst."

Involuntarily, Hiccup slipped a hand onto Astrid's shoulder as he watched the Rathalos and Rathian nuzzle and lick each other affectionately. The Hofferson girl started, then put her own hand on his shoulder. With their friends behind them, they silently watched the Moonlit Tryst play out before their eyes.

* * *

><p><strong>Sea Around Berk<strong>

It wasn't every day you rode on the back of a mythical monster. Hiccup, Gobber, Astrid, and the entire gang managed to fit on the Silver Rathalos, who beat its wings as it flew majestically over the ocean. Its scales and wings gleamed magnificently in the light of the full moon. Releasing a happy roar, it dove down toward the surface of the ocean and skimmed it briefly, the Gold Rathian following behind it.

"You know, I never doubted him," Snotlout said to Fishlegs. "I was always like, he's right."

Behind him, Snaketail and Ruffnut were standing up on the Silver Rathalos' back, their long hair whipping in the ocean breeze. Behind them, though, Tuffnut was stuck riding the Rathalos' tail, and winced as he felt one of the monster's tail spikes digging into him.

"Ow!" he yowled. "His tailbone is hurting _my_ tailbone!"

The Silver Rathalos let out another joyful call, one that was mimicked by the Gold Rathian as she flew beside him.

"He sure seems happy to have gotten that silver," Hiccup remarked from behind Gobber.

His mentor nodded, back in his usual jolly mood. "I'm thinkin' of keepin' this monster fer me own!" he replied. "Yeh know, just like you and yer friends, Hiccup! I'll call him… Silversol!"

And as Berk became visible in the distance, Silversol and his mate doubled their pace, eager to arrive at their new home.

Just then, Hiccup heard something – a long, loud wail coming from the sea below. He peered over Silversol's back and squinted through the darkness. It was still the middle of the night, and he couldn't see well, but the boy could swear he saw a whale swimming around down there.

He took out his spyglass and looked through it. What he saw made him rub his eyes and clean the glass of the little telescope, and then take another look through it. Was it just him, or was there a furry animal and a giant bird riding on the whale's back?

Hiccup was about to put the spyglass away when he saw the whale turn its massive head up toward him and give him a jaunty salute.

_That does it,_ the Haddock boy decided. _I'm hallucinating. When we get back, I should sleep until noon._

* * *

><p><strong>That concludes the third chapter! Of course, I couldn't resist having the hammerhead whale, yak, and hawk make one last cameo – and who knows, maybe they'll appear again!<strong>

**But for now, the gang will be back on Berk with their loyal monster companions. Leave a review and some feedback, and stay tuned for the next great chapter!**

**Also, I just went to see Rio 2 in theatres – and was completely blown away by the HTTYD 2 sneak peek they so kindly released! You had better believe that I'll be writing about the second movie!**

**Up next: Viking for Hire**


	7. Chapter 7

_**Chapter 4**_

_**Viking for Hire Part 1**_

* * *

><p><em>Everybody needs a place in the world.<em>

_Some people are born to theirs. Some people discover theirs. And some people make a place for themselves. But then, the world around them changes… and the place they made is gone._

* * *

><p><strong>Berk Monster Academy<strong>

It was a few days after the monster riders had went to Graveyard Island with Gobber, and brought back the magnificent Silver Rathalos and Gold Rathian. They were back to training at the Berk Monster Academy, and they had never felt more relieved to settle back into their daily routines.

"Now," Hiccup was lecturing, "each and every monster has its own characteristics that give it its own place in the world. What monster makes the best welding torch?"

The Haddock boy, leader of the Berk Monster Riders (as they were now calling themselves), had set up a scoreboard and divided his friends into two teams. While Arachne and Snotlout watched lazily on the sidelines, the teams were asked various questions about monsters and dragons. Every time someone answered one of Hiccup's questions correctly, he marked down a point on his scoreboard.

However, Hiccup was beginning to realize that he should have balanced out the Monster Riders a little bit more. One team consisted of Snaketail and the twins, while the other was made up of Batwings, Astrid, and Fishlegs. One side had experience, intellect, and the unique lifestyle of a Siren, while the other side had nothing but confusion, cluelessness, and stupidity.

"Can you repeat the question?" asked Tuffnut dumbly.

Hiccup sighed and granted his request. He asked again, "What monster makes the best welding torch?"

Immediately, Batwings slammed his hand down on the barrel in front of him. "The Gravios!" he answered.

"Its blasts of pure lava burn with the heat of the sun!" put in Fishlegs.

"Correct!" Hiccup told them. He wasn't surprised, but he was impressed. "Point to Team Batwings, and the score is now one hundred and ten to ten."

On the sidelines, Snotlout snickered. "And you guys _started_ with ten," he said to the twins as he polished his Brazen Clout Hammer.

"Yeah?" challenged Tuff. "Well, the game's not over. Wait – what team am I on?"

Mentally, Hiccup facepalmed. "Alright, moving on. What is the shot limit of the Teostra and Lunastra, Team Snaketail?"

"I don't think they can count that high," whispered Astrid to Fishlegs and Batwings.

"Oh really?" smirked Ruff. "Let's find out. Queen, King?" she called.

Both elder dragons raised their heads high and began spitting bursts of fire. As Astrid and the others ducked under the blasts, the monsters kept alternating their blasts until they had used up all of their shots.

"Looks like it's about… three," Tuff concluded.

"Told you we could count that high," crowed Ruff.

"Actually, it's six each," corrected Hiccup, somewhat exasperatedly. "You're halfway there. That question was worth five points."

"Now we're up to thirty!" exclaimed Tuff, high-fiving his sister and Snaketail while he shot a smirk across the arena.

Astrid met his grin with a scowl. "All right, it's our turn," she said menacingly. "What happens when you shoot fire at the owner of a Yian Garuga?"

The Hofferson girl gave a sharp whistle, and Blackhawk, who had been napping behind her, bolted awake with a loud shriek. She reflexively snapped her tail forward and fired a dozen toxic tail spines that pinned the other three to the far wall.

"No fair," complained Ruff.

"She didn't give us time to answer!" added Tuff.

Snaketail freed herself from the spines and hopped down to the ground, incensed. "Here's a question," she growled. "What happens when I sic Twinhorn on you?"

"OK!" interrupted Hiccup loudly. "So we got some really good training done today, right gang?"

But the Grundenson girl didn't listen to him. She jumped onto the sleeping Twinhorn's back, roughly patting her neck to wake her up – but the Diablos got up and, with a snarl of annoyance, bucked her rider right off. Then her clubbed tail whipped around and swatted Snotlout's Monstrous Nightmare, Hookfang, in the face, causing him to go berserk and spit fire bolts all over the place.

Snotlout shrieked and dropped his weapon as a blast of flames hit him directly in the rear. He raced for the trough of water that Hiccup had set up near the edge of the arena just in case of this very occasion, and dove into it.

"This is the third time this week!" complained the Jorgenson as the fire was extinguished. "Ah, sweet relief…" he added with a sigh.

"Twinhorn never does that when you ride her," Hiccup told Snaketail. "Is everything okay?"

As Snaketail picked herself painfully off the ground and Twinhorn settled back down to sleep, Astrid taunted, "Maybe she just realized who her rider is."

"There's room in here for two," suggested Snotlout with a grin, and Astrid shoved his face into the ice-cold water in response.

* * *

><p><strong>Village Plaza<strong>

Curiously, Hiccup wandered into the plaza after dismissing the Berk Monster Riders' meeting. He saw a large crowd gathered there, and could hear Gobber's cheery voice calling "Okay, gather 'round! Come on, one and all!"

Pushing his way to the front of the crowd, Hiccup could see the blacksmith was standing behind a plain table with a huge cart of weapons at his side. Beside him, Silversol the Silver Rathalos was napping in the sun, his scales gleaming brilliantly.

Gobber rapped a Longsword on his table for attention, cleared his throat loudly, and began to speak. "Yeh may think these monster-killin' weapons have no more use. But think again! Fer instance, this Longsword I have here is now a lovely butter knife."

He held up a plate with a single piece of toast on it, and commenced spreading butter on it with the flat of his blade. However, the toast was sliced to pieces in the process.

"Also great at makin' breadcrumbs!" added Gobber in a rather strained voice, even as the plate crumbled in his hook.

"Oh, this is a dark day," murmured a voice beside Hiccup. He didn't even have to look up to know just who was speaking to him – Mildew. The old man continued, "A great hunter, reduced to peddling his weapons as kitchen utensils." He clucked sympathetically.

Hiccup just ignored him.

"Up next," continued Gobber, holding up a large mace-like Hunting Horn. "How about this, uh… this handy fly swatter!"

He swung the Hunting Horn over his head and smashed it down on a horsefly that had just landed on his table – crushing said table to splinters in the process.

"Ah… also good at gettin' rid of unwanted furniture!" he chuckled nervously, as the horsefly buzzed away.

For the second time that day, Hiccup mentally facepalmed.

"Now, fer the lady o' the house!" added Gobber with a flourish, walking over to a large portable catapult. "When the hubby's off pillagin', how're yeh gonna protect yerself from home invaders? No problem when ya have big Bertha!"

He knocked affectionately on the catapult, which promptly flung a boulder at a distant house. Several people winced at the tremendous crash that ensued, and they began to disperse.

"Wait, there's more!" Gobber called desperately. "Ya haven't seen everythin'! I haven't cleared out me dungeon yet!"

Perhaps hearing the blacksmith's pleas, Batwings flew down and began to talk to him about trading his weapons away to Trader Johann, or possibly keeping them handy in case of 'home invaders'. Hiccup began to walk away sorrowfully, Mildew following close behind.

"Oh, it's hard to watch, isn't it," the old man lamented. "Especially for you, eh Hiccup? The feelings of guilt must be tearing at your insides. I mean, you put Gobber out of business with your little peace pact with the monsters. You ruined his life. Bravo!"

As he stalked off, Hiccup could hear Batwings flutter away, apparently unsuccessful at convincing Gobber, and the blacksmith himself murmuring sadly, "Its okay, Bertha. We'll find a place fer ya."

* * *

><p><strong>Hiccup's House<strong>

Hiccup sat in his room near the stairwell, his legs dangling over the edge, with Sightless curled up alongside him. He didn't know what the Gore Magala was thinking about, but it seemed as though the monster could sense his concerns and worries, and was giving him a questioning look as if saying, _Is everything alright, Hiccup?_

"You know, Gobber made this for me," the boy said, and drew his prosthetic leg up beside him.

Sightless looked as if he understood, but other than a soft growl, he said nothing.

Hiccup continued, "He taught me everything I needed to know to make your splint. And I know that it's partially my fault that he's having trouble finding a use for his blacksmithing. We have to help him, Sightless. He needs to find a new job that'll make him feel… well, not useless."

_Like you,_ Sightless replied silently.

"Exactly like me," affirmed Hiccup as if he was actually having a conversation with the monster. "I know what it's like to feel that you aren't needed."

He was about to go on, when suddenly the door slammed downstairs. There was a muffled thump and a shriek as Batwings woke up and fell off of his perch. Startled, Hiccup and Sightless went downstairs to see an irritated Siren standing up while rubbing his head, and Stoick hanging up his helmet tiredly.

"Everything okay?" inquired Hiccup.

"Oh yes," Batwings muttered. "Couldn't be better."

Stoick sat down in his chair heavily, breathing a huge sigh of exhaustion. "I was all over the island," he groaned. "First I married the Svenson girl to the Endergard boy at dawn, then I went down to the fields where some kids were tipping over yaks –"

"Probably the twins," chuckled Batwings as he climbed back into the rafters.

"… and then back up to the newlyweds to settle a domestic dispute," Stoick finished. As Hiccup handed him a mug of water, he added bitterly, "Thank goodness _that_ wedding's over. Sometimes I wish there were two of me."

Hiccup, followed by Sightless of course, went over to the fire pit to tend the fire. As the junior Haddock poked at some hot coals that were beginning to fizzle out, he heard the creak of wood as Batwings rolled over on his perch.

"Wait a second," the Siren exclaimed. "There _are_ two of you!"

"Was that another crack about my weight, dragon?!" demanded Stoick.

"No," he replied. "I was talking about Gobber. He's having trouble finding a new place in the village now that he can't find any more uses for his weapons… which is ridiculous, what with Trader Johann and Outcast raids and whatnot…"

While Batwings continued to mutter to himself, Hiccup walked up to his father's side and summed it up in one sentence. "_Gobber_ can be the other you!" he proclaimed.

"Gobber?" repeated Stoick after a pause. "He's too busy making all those monster-killing –"

He suddenly shot a quick glance at Sightless and began again. "I mean, he used to be busy, until you – which is great! Except, you know, for Gobber…"

Hiccup and Batwings both chuckled, and even Sightless emitted a growl that could pass for a laugh. "Our point exactly," Hiccup told him.

Stoick stood up and didn't move for a few seconds, musing to himself. He then looked down at his son and said, "You know, that's actually not such a bad idea. I could use a right hand."

Batwings chuckled again. "That really works out," he commented. "Because that's kind of the only one he has."

* * *

><p><strong>Village Plaza<strong>

The next day, Stoick loudly knocked on the door of Gobber's forge. "Gobber!" he called. "I need to talk to you!"

"Over here, Stoick!" came the reply. It sounded as if Gobber was around the back of his forge, so Stoick meandered on behind the building to see what the blacksmith was up to.

As it turned out, he was currently running a Longsword across Silversol's hard scales. The Silver Rathalos was growling contentedly as he lay there in the sunlight, wings spread out so he could get the most warmth out of his nap.

"What're you doing, Gobber?" asked Stoick curiously.

"Turns out I can add another potential use fer this Longsword," Gobber answered. "I bet Silversol can agree that it makes a lovely backscratcher!"

"Ah… right," Stoick said after a moment, unable to think of anything else to say. "Anyway, I greatly appreciate you coming to help me with my duties as Chief, Gobber."

"I'm jus' glad I could find time in me busy schedule, Stoick," he replied earnestly, putting away the Longsword.

Stoick nodded and took a piece of parchment out of his pocket. He ripped it in two and held one of the halves out to Gobber.

"I have a busy day of me, now," the Chief told him. "This is your half."

Gobber took it, looked it over, and said with mild enthusiasm, "This should be interestin'."

"Remember," Stoick continued seriously. "Some of these situations are delicate. They require diplomacy."

"Oh, of course," Gobber assured him. "I'm great at… that," he finished blankly.

"You?" asked Stoick, surprised. His friend had given plenty of wonderful advice to Hiccup over the years, but he was still a little skeptical of Gobber's claim. "You can speak to people with tact and sensitivity?"

Only now did the blank look in Gobber's eyes vanish. "Oh, I thought it meant clubbin' people on the head and askin' questions later!" he responded cheerfully. "But I can give yer thing a shot."

Shaking his head, Stoick watched Gobber limp away, whistling merrily. Silversol watched too, then spread his wings and took off for a morning flight.

_I hope it's just my breakfast giving me that funny feeling,_ thought Stoick as he wandered off in the opposite direction. _Otherwise, I think I'm in for another long, tiring day._

* * *

><p><strong>Hiccup's House<strong>

Hiccup came down the staircase from his room, where he had been sketching in his notebook, and was in time to see his father sit down on his chair, holding two large bricks of ice to his temples. He winced silently, suspecting he knew the reason for Stoick's headache, and joined him at the dinner table, passing him a plate of chicken legs.

"Two-block headache tonight, huh Dad?" he asked delicately. "You know, I think you're being a bit… ah, rough on Gobber. It _was_ only his first day. Tomorrow should be much better."

Stoick put down the ice and picked up a leg. "Oh, it will be," he agreed, "because it won't involve Gobber."

Frowning, Hiccup asked, "What are you talking about? It was that bad?"

"I tried to fit a square peg in a round hole, and it ended up sinking a ship and naming a baby girl Magnus," Stoick replied exhaustedly.

"That does sound bad," remarked Batwings. "We still have to help him, though!"

"_We_ don't have to do anything," corrected Stoick. "You two, on the other hand, will be very busy finding a job for Gobber." Then, he got up from his chair and stomped off to his room, taking his chicken with him.

"There's always the Berk Monster Academy," Batwings suggested cheerfully. "I mean, what do we have to lose?"

"Our monsters, probably," replied Hiccup, raising an eyebrow. "You know how Gobber's one of the best hunters Berk has ever seen."

"You're not giving him a chance," the Siren pointed out, swiping a charred fish from the spit over the fire pit. "I expect that from Snotlout, not you."

As much as Hiccup hated to admit it, he had a point.

"Alright, alright," he said resignedly. "But don't be surprised if something goes wrong."

* * *

><p><strong>Berk Monster Academy<strong>

"You're bringing Gobber _here_?" asked Fishlegs nervously.

Hiccup sighed, faced the skeptical looks all of the Monster Riders (and some of the monsters) were giving him, and explained, "He's going to be great. Nobody knows monsters like ol' Gobber. He's spent a lifetime… uh… studying them."

"Studying is _one_ way of putting it, yes…" muttered Snaketail.

Letting out another sigh, Hiccup couldn't help but admit to himself that this was a bad idea. But as Batwings had said last night, he at least needed to give Gobber a chance. Indeed, this might not turn out as bad as he thought it would.

"I'm back!" called Gobber from outside the academy.

"Just watch, guys," assured Hiccup. "This isn't going to be that bad."

But when he opened the gate to let the blacksmith through, and saw that he was dragging his entire array of monster-slaying weapons behind him, the Haddock boy couldn't help but think, _They're right. This isn't going to work out at all._

Still, he had to at least give Gobber a chance.

"First of all, thank you for coming," he said uncertainly. "Second of all, ah, tiny question… Why did you bring your, you know…"

Gobber finished for him in a chipper voice, "Killing things? I thought we'd train the monsters by threatenin' ta kill 'em. That's how me daddy taught me ta swim."

Hiccup groaned and buried his face in his hands when Gobber took out a hideous-looking weapon that looked like a Lance, Switch Axe, and Hammer fused to the end of a Longsword.

"School's in session!" Gobber crowed, slamming the weapon onto the ground with a huge crash.

Immediately, the monsters, and dragons too, booked it out of the arena – first Blackhawk, then Hookfang, Snotsnarl, Mocktalk, Batwings, Queen, King, and Venomwing all flew out the exit and into the sky, away from the academy. Knowing that he couldn't fly without Hiccup's help, Sightless just ran to the other side of the arena and eyed Gobber suspiciously. Twinhorn actually attacked Gobber with an aggressive snarl, and subsequently got her horns stuck in the wall when he avoided the attack. Heatray simply hunkered down onto the ground so that his underbelly wouldn't be exposed.

"Eh," said Gobber idly, dusting himself off. "I didn't like school much either."

The rest of the Berk Monster Riders collectively groaned and rushed out of the academy, calling after their monster companions. And they didn't come back until at least three hours had past, long after the sun had begun to set, Gobber had left, and Twinhorn had wrenched her horns out of the wall.

Hiccup, Sightless, Heatray, and Twinhorn were all curled up against each other exhaustedly in the orange-red light the setting sun cast over them, when the other teens started coming back with their monsters in tow. It looked as though the monsters were perfectly fine, and had gotten the panic out of their systems.

But the riders themselves certainly didn't look fine. Everyone was panting, stretching, and groaning as they hopped off of their monsters' backs.

"What's wrong with you guys?" asked Hiccup, concerned.

"We were riding our monsters for _hours_," Astrid complained. "It took forever to catch them and bring them back after Gobber scared them away." She shot a glare toward Blackhawk, who intelligently backed away from the annoyed Hofferson girl.

"Yeah, sorry about that…" Hiccup said sheepishly. "I just don't know what to do with him."

"You'd better figure it out soon," Batwings growled, sliding off of Mocktalk's back. "Dratted Qurupeco was the hardest to catch. I wore out my wings chasing him down."

"So sorry!" squawked Mocktalk. "Mocktalk just scared!"

Batwings sighed and shook his head. "Yeah, I was too," he admitted.

Hiccup turned his head toward the twins in response to painful grunts coming from their direction. Ruff was mercilessly kicking her brother in the rear, and really seemed to be enjoying herself.

"Do you two always have to fight?" muttered Hiccup in exasperation.

"No, it's okay," panted Tuff. "I asked her to do that. Just trying to get the feeling back…"

"You going to return the favor or what?" asked Ruff, glaring at him and bending over.

Bewildered, Hiccup thought aloud, "I've flown for hours on Sightless, and I've never had a problem."

"That's because you have a saddle," Fishlegs pointed out, walking over to Heatray's side. The Gravios greeted his rider with a relieved rumble.

And just like that, the perfect idea burst into Hiccup's head. "Saddles!"

* * *

><p><strong>Gobber's Forge<strong>

"Saddles?" asked Gobber, honestly delighted. "I love it! I've got so many ideas!"

Hiccup had just asked the blacksmith to contribute to the Berk Monster Academy in a less direct way – designing and making saddles for monsters! That way, the Monster Riders would be able to ride for hours without getting uncomfortable, which would be a great help during future lessons. Not only that, it would also be a help for other monster riders that _weren't _part of the academy.

"But not like these," Gobber added dismissively, when Hiccup handed him a few of his drawings. "Good ones."

Hastily picking the papers up after Gobber tossed them over his shoulder, Hiccup scurried after his mentor. "I'm glad you're excited," he said hesitantly, "but I do think that there are things in my designs that you could use. I mean, you did teach me everything I know."

Gobber started sharpening an axe that he had found lying around the forge. "Exactly!" he replied, smugly. "That's why ya should let Gobber do what Gobber does best. I've been makin' saddles since you were in diapers – in fact, I _made_ yer diapers."

The Haddock boy realized that this situation would have to be handled delicately, like some of the situations his dad was going on about. _We're Vikings,_ he told himself exasperatedly. _We have stubbornness issues._

"I know you know what you're doing," he began, "but keep in mind, every monster is different. So you'll need to adjust the –"

But Gobber didn't want to hear it. He cut Hiccup off abruptly and put down his axe, then nudged him pointedly.

"I may have taught yeh everything you know, but not everything I know," he said with finality, and went back to work.

"Suit yourself…" muttered Hiccup under his breath, and walked out of the forge.

However, later that evening when Hiccup and Sightless were getting ready for an evening flight before they turned in for the night, they heard a lot of noise coming from Gobber's forge. The loudest was his singing, and the tune went like this;

"_I've got me axe and I've got me mace,_

_And I love me wife with the ugly face,_

_I'm a Viking through and through!_"

"You know," Hiccup told Sightless. "Gobber only sings that song when he's really happy. I think we did a good thing."

Sightless nodded and growled in agreement, smiling back at his rider.

* * *

><p><strong>Next chapter will come soon, where Gobber will realize he isn't so obsolete after all once a certain couple of monsters start rampaging…<strong>

**Starting in the next chapter, I'm going to try and figure out a way to add some Monster Hunter-related excitement to these chapters, since it has been mostly HTTYD storyline with not a lot of my little twists.**

**Review please, and wait patiently for the next chapter!**


	8. Chapter 8

_**Chapter 4**_

_**Viking for Hire Part 2**_

* * *

><p><strong>Berk Monster Academy<strong>

Gobber was back at the academy, this time without any weapons in tow. Instead, he had brought with him a very large, lumpy object covered in a cloth, which Hiccup promised would be a great contribution to the academy.

"Okay," announced Hiccup to the Monster Riders, "this is an exciting day for all of us. Gobber has been working hard to –"

"I think they might wanna hear from the artist himself!" interrupted Gobber with pride in his voice, puffing out his chest. And when Hiccup nodded approval, he continued, "I've made a lotta saddles in me day. Horses, donkeys, and now monsters. But these saddles are special. They're like me children – that is, if ya strap yer child to a scaly beast and ride on it. So, without further ado…"

With a flair, he tossed off the cloth, revealing a variety of saddles, one for each rider. But that was when Hiccup began to get that sinking feeling. Did saddles normally have such heavy-duty weaponry attached to them?

"Wow, Gobber," the scrawny boy said. "This is… certainly not what I had imagined."

"How could it be?" crowed Gobber. "I'm Gobber! No one knows what it's like ta live up here." He tapped his helmet with his hook knowingly and grinned.

Hiccup walked over to Arachne, who was loading a saddle onto Venomwing's back. He squinted at the contraption mounted on the piece of leather and asked cautiously, "Is that a flamethrower?"

Gobber reached over Arachne's head and gave it a little demonstration – the resulting rush of flames scorched the top of Venomwing's head and caused her to shriek in pain, catapulting the Philston girl off of her with a yell. She landed with a loud *clang* on her helmet.

"Didn't see that one comin', didja?" the blacksmith chuckled.

"Uh, no," Hiccup replied. "Remobras already have poisonous saliva. So they've got the whole… projectile thing covered."

"Really," objected Gobber, "can ya really have too much firepower?"

The twins caught Hiccup's attention. Ruff and Tuff had loaded catapults on their saddles, which they pulled back and released simultaneously. The rocks that were in the catapults thumped against Queen and King's heads, and the Lunastra and Teostra slumped to the ground into unconsciousness.

"Catapults for the twins?" remarked Hiccup, sarcastically. "Not a very good idea."

He then took a look at Fishlegs, who had a saddle strapped to Heatray's back. Unfortunately, the saddle had four huge iron Hammers dangling from it, and the poor Gravios was struggling to rise into the air.

"You can do it, boy! Just think light thoughts!" encouraged the Ingerman boy.

But thoughts were no match for the massive Hammers, and Heatray suddenly crashed to the ground in a daze.

"Come on!" yelled Gobber disapprovingly. "That saddle can't weigh much more than Fishlegs!"

"My mom says I'm just husky," Fishlegs protested.

Snotlout, meanwhile, was struggling to load a saddle onto Hookfang, while Snotsnarl looked on with amusement. The Monstrous Nightmare wasn't cooperating – instead, he was incessantly scraping his head against the ground and growling. When Snotlout finally got the saddle on, Hookfang roared and flung it right off, lighting his body on fire. The saddle thumped against the far wall, and the dragon coiled up away from his rider.

"Come on, Hookfang!" snarled Snotlout. "What's wrong with you?! Ugh, okay. Who wants this dumb dragon?"

"I have my own problems!" bellowed Snaketail, who was hanging on for dear life from Twinhorn's horns. The Diablos was writhing and bucking, apparently because Snaketail had tried to strap a saddle to her neck. With a final roar, Twinhorn whipped her head to the side and sent Snaketail flying across the arena.

Not everyone was unhappy, though.

"These saddles are actually pretty good," Astrid commented approvingly. She and Batwings were flying around the academy on their monsters, without any problems whatsoever.

"Wait 'til ya try the horn!" called Gobber enthusiastically.

Both of them blew into the horns mounted on their saddles, and they automatically extended, abruptly amplifying the sound. The bellows from the two horns grew so loud, it aggravated Blackhawk and Mocktalk. The latter squawked in a panic and ran headlong into the wall, knocking both him and Batwings out. Blackhawk, on the other hand, flung her poisonous spines everywhere. While everyone else ducked out of the way, Snotlout was caught and pinned to the wall.

"Really, again?" he asked in dismay.

Hiccup made a strangled sound of disgust. "We're really gonna need to make a few –"

"Changes!" finished Gobber. "Way ahead o' ya! I've got so many new ideas. It's getting crowded up here," he added, tapping his helmet with a chuckle.

_This is impossible,_ Hiccup growled to himself. _Absolutely hopeless._

Hours later, the sun had begun to set, and Hiccup once again found himself alone in the arena with only Sightless and a snoring Snotlout for company. The scrawny Chief-to-be found himself cleaning up the mess that had resulted from Gobber's visit earlier, which consisted of burn marks, craters, Yian Garuga spines, Qurupeco feathers, and other assorted debris.

So far, he wasn't doing such a good job, which was made clear when Stoick walked in, exclaiming, "My Odin, what happened here? This place looked better when we were killing monsters here!"

"Yeah, we sort of got… Gobbered," his son replied, for lack of a better word.

"Well, you know Gobber," Stoick replied sadly. "He means well, but doesn't always do well. So, what _are_ you going to do about him?"

"I'm gonna clean up his mess and make a few changes to his work," answered Hiccup, dejectedly.

"Look," Stoick began, and Hiccup knew that he was in for another father-son lecture. "Gobber's like family –"

Hiccup interrupted, "I know! That's why I can't say anything to him!"

Shaking his head, Stoick continued sternly, "No, son. That's why you _have_ to. It's not fair to you, and it's not fair to Gobber."

"Why do I have to say something to him?" argued Hiccup, far from happy. "You didn't! You just passed him off to me!"

"That's what the Chief does – he delegates," explained Stoick. "Look, I gave you this academy because it's the best thing for Berk. Now you have to do what's best for the academy. I'm sorry, but what's best is very rarely what's easy."

Hiccup sighed and decided not to argue any further. His father put a strong arm around his shoulders and led him off, Sightless loping along behind them, and Hiccup couldn't help but be reminded of the last time they had spent a father-son moment like this together.

"What about him?" asked Stoick all of a sudden, gesturing to the sleeping Snotlout up on the wall.

"Leave him, he's going for a record," Hiccup replied with a smile.

Stoick chuckled. "Enough said."

* * *

><p><strong>Gobber's Forge<strong>

Hiccup and Sightless arrived at the forge after the sun had fully disappeared. It was very dark when they approached the forge and saw the cheerful orange glow streaming from its windows. Gobber's humming could be faintly heard as well.

"You never know, bud," Hiccup told the Gore Magala. "Gobber might have looked at my plans and is actually making the saddles better."

Sightless nodded his agreement – just as a huge explosion rattled the night and caused smoke to fly from Gobber's windows.

"Or maybe not," sighed Hiccup.

While Sightless stayed outside, Hiccup hesitantly walked inside the smithy. But almost immediately, he yelped and flinched back when he saw a crossbow pointed at his head.

"Don't shoot!" he cried, throwing up his hands.

"I'd never shoot yeh, Hiccup, unless I absolutely had ta," assured Gobber, putting down the crossbow. He led his apprentice inside the forge and continued conversationally, "Ya know, about the weapons. Maybe the catapults were a bit too much fer some o' the monsters yesterday, so I'm goin' a different way. I've taken out the two big ones."

Hiccup couldn't begin to describe how relieved he was when he heard that. "Gobber, that's great!" he replied. But unfortunately, he spoke too soon.

"An' replaced 'em with six little ones!" finished Gobber proudly, holding up a bunch of spoon-sized catapults.

Voice heavy, Hiccup reluctantly began to say what he had come to the forge to say. "Gobber, we need to talk. I think it might be time for you to… take a little break."

"In case ya hadn't noticed," Gobber snorted. "The only time a Viking takes a break is when he's dead."

"Maybe 'break' is the wrong word," Hiccup amended. "The thing is, I'm not sure things are working out. I'm… gonna need to take you off the saddle project."

There was nothing but silence from Gobber all of a sudden.

"Yer getting' rid o' me, Hiccup?" he finally asked, all his usual cheer gone from his voice. "Now I see why ya had me put down the crossbow."

"It's just the saddles," Hiccup hastily assured him. "I'm sure we can find something else for you."

But Gobber only shook his head and turned away. "I don't need yer pity. I've lost an arm and a leg… I think I'll survive losin' a job."

Sympathetically, Hiccup placed a hand on Gobber's back and held it there for a second, then quietly walked out of the forge with one last look at the displaced blacksmith.

"Oh, that was awful," the Haddock boy moaned when he had joined Sightless. "I feel so terrible. Dad was right in that it was the right thing to do, but… I don't know what could be worse."

Suddenly, there was a shrill scream from across the village, followed by a terrifying roar and a burst of scorching flame that lit up the sky.

"Alright, looks like we're about to find out," he finished.

A large crimson dragon smashed its way into Hiccup's view, sending Vikings running with blasts of flames from its mouth. Two of those Vikings were Snotlout and Snaketail, who looked, by far, the most panicked of all. And shockingly, the dragon that was chasing them was Hookfang!

"Hiccup…" wheezed Snotlout, once the two had reached him. "I never… thought I'd say this, but… Hiccup, HELP!" In little more than an instant, his voice went from tired to hysterically frightened.

Snaketail was too frightened to speak, and cowered behind Hiccup as Hookfang slithered up a building and roared deafeningly, shooting fire at whatever caught his attention. While Vikings fled in the masses from the raging Nightmare, the Berk Monster Riders quickly assembled and rushed to the scene.

"I don't know what it is!" Snotlout frantically said to Hiccup. "I was just patting his head! He loves that! But this time he went crazy! My dragon hates me…"

They all took a moment to observe Hookfang as he rampaged around the middle of the plaza. He was shaking his head wildly from side to side, embers dribbling from his jaws and landing all over the pavement around him.

"I've heard that a pet takes on the characteristics of its owner," stated Fishlegs. "I think that's what's happening here."

Snotlout ferociously punched him in the gut, to which he replied in a rasp, "Yep, I rest my case."

Hiccup whirled around to face Snaketail and gripped the cowering girl by the shoulders. "Snaketail, listen to me," he commanded. "I need you to get Twinhorn. If we need to stop Hookfang by force, then she's the monster for the job."

But Snaketail only gave him a much more fearful look and shook her head frantically. "I can't, Hiccup!" she protested. "Twinhorn just went insane when I tried to put her to sleep earlier, right before Hookfang started!"

Right on cue, the Diablos' screech echoed across the plaza, coming from elsewhere in the village.

"Oh, please tell me we don't have to round up and calm down _two_ rampaging reptiles," Hiccup muttered bitterly.

When the boy turned back to Hookfang, he couldn't help but notice that the Monstrous Nightmare kept scraping his head across the ground. It was almost as if he was scratching an itch, or trying to eat the pavement… and it was then that an idea burst into his mind.

"When's the last time Hookfang ate?" he asked Snotlout.

"Not for days," the Jorgenson answered.

Hiccup reached into a nearby basket and pulled out a fat fish. "You hungry, boy?" he asked Hookfang softly, and the dragon rapidly calmed down at the tempting smell of the morsel. He glared balefully for a second, but didn't make another move.

Hiccup tossed him the fish, and he instantly snapped it up and chewed it – but he suddenly shrieked and spat out the fish right as Stoick arrived on the scene.

"Eww," grimaced Arachne.

"Sorry about that, Dad," Hiccup said apologetically.

"We have to bring this beast under control!" the Chief demanded, throwing the slimy fish out of his beard. "And while we're at it, we might as well get the other one, too." He jerked a thumb over his shoulder, pointing in the direction of Twinhorn's furious screeching.

"It's got to be that Gore Magala and his eel pox again!" accused Mildew, hobbling up beside Stoick. "It's driving the monsters mad!"

Sightless twisted his head around and snarled at the old man.

"I can do this," insisted Hiccup as he cautiously approached Hookfang, his hand gently out in front of him. The Monstrous Nightmare still didn't move, and settled down enough to let him pat his head.

But as soon as Hiccup reached down and scratched his jaw, Hookfang roared again and blew a stream of fire straight at him. The noise prompted another shriek out of the distant Twinhorn, and the sound of a house being smashed to bits accompanied it.

"Hiccup, run!" yelled Astrid at the sight of Hookfang's flames.

"Way ahead of you!" he called back, and narrowly avoided the sticky fires. They hit Sightless instead, who screamed in rage and ran to protect his rider.

There was a brief face-off between the Gore Magala and the Monstrous Nightmare. Both of them snarled at one another, but instead of being frightened away by the much larger beast, Hookfang stood his ground and only became more aggressive. Sightless replied by unhooking his arms from his shoulders and planting them on the ground, allowing his cloak to spread out and billow intimidatingly in the cold night wind. He let out a chilling scream and extended a pair of horns from his hard-shelled muzzle, suddenly looking like a completely different and much more frightening monster.

"I have… never seen that before," realized Batwings. He seemed in awe of the Gore Magala's new, more fearsome appearance.

Only now did Hookfang back away from Sightless, forgetting his rage for the time being. But Hiccup knew that the dragon would regain his courage and attack again at any minute.

"I'm sorry son," Stoick said to his son. "We've tried it your way. If we can't control this dragon…"

He dropped the sentence and walked off, back in the direction of Gobber's forge. Hiccup gulped and immediately focused on Hookfang again, determined to fix whatever his problem was before Gobber could – permanently.

"Come on guys, think!" he said desperately. "What haven't we tried? Snotlout, you have an idea?"

The Jorgenson shook his head. Hiccup could see that he was getting a little scared, and with good reason.

"I know Ruff gets cranky every time she has a toothache," offered Tuffnut. "And every time she has a stomachache. And every time she just feels like being cranky." His sister subsequently hit him.

"Wait a second, Tuff might be right," gasped Hiccup, and he stared even harder at Hookfang. The Monstrous Nightmare was growling at Sightless again, and when he bared his teeth, Hiccup could faintly see that one of his teeth looked almost… rotten.

Without warning, the Haddock boy shoved his cousin toward Hookfang. "Snotlout, I know what's wrong," he said firmly. "I need you to get that bad tooth out of Hookfang's mouth, and fast."

Incredibly, Snotlout looked so much more confident now that he knew what to do. Putting his signature cocky smirk back on his face, he gave Hiccup a thumbs-up and raced toward Hookfang with a battle cry.

Startled, the dragon looked his way just in time to see Snotlout lunging at him. The big, arrogant Monster Rider landed directly on top of Hookfang's snout, holding fast even as the Nightmare began whipping his head around crazily, trying to get him off. But Snotlout was a particularly stubborn Viking, and held on tightly with one hand as he used his other hand to grip the rotten fang. With a mighty wrench, Snotlout pulled the tooth right out of its socket, the exertion causing him to fly right off of Hookfang's muzzle and hit the ground.

Immediately, Hookfang relaxed, and then it was as if he had never gone on a rampage in the first place.

"Yeah, I'm the Viking!" cheered Snotlout. "Snotlout, Snotlout, oi oi oi!"

"I never thought I'd be so glad to hear that line of his," grinned Astrid.

"Me too," admitted Hiccup. "Good thing we figured that out before Gobber got here."

Their moment of relief was short-lived, however, because the sound of something crashing through the village came from somewhere close by. It was accompanied by a familiar-sounding growl, and an even more familiar cry.

"Get down, all of you!" bellowed Stoick, running at full speed toward the plaza. Gobber was right behind him, who was armed with all kinds of weapons.

They all managed to get out of the way before the house that Stoick and Gobber had just run past exploded in a storm of splinters. Twinhorn smashed her way through the wreckage, her eyes practically glowing with anger and her brown scales streaked with dark markings. Immediately, Sightless ran to protect his rider, and leapt into her path with a loud, animalistic scream.

"It's okay, bud," murmured Hiccup, rushing to the Gore Magala's side. His tone was reassuring enough for Sightless to retract his horns and fold up his arms, and his cloak-like wings went back to their original position over top of his body.

"What's happened to her?" wondered Astrid. She took a cautious step away from the angry Diablos, who looked ready to attack at any moment.

"Gobber," answered Snaketail in a strangled voice, and pointed to the blacksmith.

Indeed, he was already unsheathing a Longsword and walking forward to challenge Twinhorn. He declared loudly, "Stand back. I'm here ta do what Gobber does best."

"He's going to kill my monster," Snaketail added, voice breaking.

"No, he's not!" Hiccup argued firmly. He didn't want his friend more upset than she already was. Besides, he wasn't going to let Gobber do such a thing!

"Uh, yes he is," Tuff piped up unhelpfully.

Ruff piled on, "You don't use that stuff to butter toast. Well, we would, but definitely not you."

Immediately, Hiccup ran to Stoick's side, a safe distance away from Gobber and Twinhorn. "Dad, you can't be serious! Twinhorn is Snaketail's monster!"

"Sorry, Hiccup," Gobber said grimly. "Sometimes ya hafta fall back on the old ways."

If anything, that only made Hiccup put his foot down. "Twinhorn is a good Diablos!" he argued.

"She's a good Diablos!" echoed Snaketail as her eyes welled with tears.

"There's probably just something wrong with her," Hiccup went on.

"There's definitely something wrong with her!" agreed Snaketail.

"We have to try and help her!" finished Hiccup. "We can't get rid of her just because she's having a bad day!"

"A bad day for a monster can be a disaster for us," Stoick intervened. "That's a risk I'm not willing to take."

Then the time for arguing was over. Gobber threw two bolas that tangled themselves around Twinhorn's huge head, and the Diablos retaliated by trying to gore him on her horns. She smashed through yet another house, then came around at him again for another attempt on his life, which he narrowly avoided.

Hiccup was only making things more difficult for Gobber by clinging to his sword arm and insisting that Twinhorn wasn't to be killed.

"Gobber, I can't let you do this," the Chief-to-be insisted.

"I don't have a choice," Gobber told him, and shook him off.

Then, both of them were forced to dive out of the way, in opposite directions, as Twinhorn barreled toward them once more. Instead of slamming into a house again, this time she crashed into one of the huge torch towers that stood in the plaza, which was made of wood but fortified with iron. Thanks to the addition of the sturdy metal, Twinhorn wasn't able to smash through it, and her horns bounced jarringly off of its surface. The Diablos roared in pain and shock, reeling away from the tower.

"Did yeh see that?" asked Gobber, momentarily shocked.

"I did," Hiccup replied, just as shocked. "She can't smash through iron!"

Gobber grinned and put down his sword, starting to unscrew his hook. "I'm gonna need a lotta iron!" he called, pointing to Snotlout and Tuffnut. They both saluted and ran off to fetch some.

"What are you doing, Gobber?" inquired Stoick.

"If this beastie can't get through metal, we can reinforce one o' the cages in the Berk Dragon Academy with it!" he replied almost giddily. "And fer that, I'm gonna need a few hours of bashin' time in me smithy! Guess me work ain't useless after all!"

Hiccup turned to his friends and told them what they had to do. "Alright, Monster Riders. Some of you will have to help Gobber in the forge and then install the iron fortifications on Twinhorn's old cage in the academy. The rest of you, get your monsters and lure her into the woods until we're ready to cage her."

"You got it!" affirmed Batwings. One stroke of his wings later, he was soaring off and calling for Mocktalk.

"Thank you so much, Hiccup," said Snaketail, and gave the Haddock boy a brief hug around the neck before rushing off toward Gobber's forge.

Astrid gave a loud whistle, and Blackhawk appeared at her side. She mounted the Yian Garuga and gave Hiccup a grin. "You can count on us," she assured him.

Already on Sightless' saddle, he replied, "I know I can."

"The rest o' yeh, we've got some smithin' ta do!" cheered Gobber, and limped off after Snaketail's retreating figure, followed by the rest of the teens.

Hiccup smiled to himself. Finally, it seemed that Gobber had realized that his niche as the village's blacksmith wasn't obsolete any more, and was willing to continue his work with more enthusiasm than ever before. Without a doubt, Hiccup knew that the effort he put into Twinhorn's new cage would be greater than any of the weapons he had made over the years.

Spreading his wings, Sightless sprang into the air, and Hiccup steered them over Twinhorn's head. They were joined by Blackhawk, Mocktalk, and their respective riders, and together, they began to lead Twinhorn away from the village. Growling with annoyance, the Diablos charged after them, unwittingly heading for the woods.

Hiccup looked over his shoulder, back in the direction of the plaza. Right now, he knew that Gobber, Snotlout, and the others would be already hard at work.

_Then we'll have to do the same,_ he decided, and prompted Sightless lower to goad Twinhorn into running faster.

* * *

><p><strong>Berk Monster Academy<strong>

"Alright, gang, now!" yelled Hiccup.

There was a trembling sound as Twinhorn's furious footsteps thudded closer and closer toward the academy. Ruff and Tuff were flying overhead on Queen and King, blowing streams of fire as they chased the Diablos toward the arena gate.

"This is so awesome!" cheered Tuffnut.

"We gotta herd Diablos more often!" agreed Ruffnut.

Twinhorn roared at the sight of the people standing in front of the cage and rushed toward them, her horns pointed straight at them. Everyone leapt aside, and the wyvern charged ahead and right into her cage. A tremendous crash echoed across the academy and beyond as Twinhorn slammed into the wall and knocked herself out.

Hiccup and Gobber pulled on the lever, and the new iron-coated gates closed with a strange noise, like a combination of creaking wood and squeaking metal. With another pull of the lever, the cage locked with an equally loud click.

"Pleasure ta be of assistance again, Hiccup!" Gobber said happily. "Yeh'll be glad ta know that I ain't quittin' me job just yet."

"I can't tell you how relieved I am to hear that," Hiccup replied with just enough sarcasm to get the blacksmith to laugh.

"And if you had listened to me just a few days ago," sighed Batwings, "this would have been _much_ easier. Hunters or no hunters, Berk still needs a blacksmith."

"You're the best smith, Gobber!" chirped Arachne.

Blushing from all the praise he was getting, Gobber began to hobble out of the arena. "Now if yeh'll excuse me," he called back, "I got me some more smithin' ta do! See ya around, kids!"

Hiccup and his friends watched him go, all with smiles on their faces as they heard the blacksmith begin to sing. The song was a familiar one, and it went something like this:

"_I've got me axe and I've got me mace,_

_And I love me wife with the ugly face,_

_I'm a Viking through and through!_"

* * *

><p><em>When the world around you changes, the good men find a way to change with it. And Gobber is one of those good men.<em>

_In fact, he's one of the best._

* * *

><p><strong>Yep, I'm going to end the episode there. How'd you like my inclusion of some Monster Hunter-related plotlines? We'll figure out the cause for Twinhorn's sudden madness in a later chapter.<strong>

**For now, though, Gobber is resuming his work and enjoying it like never before. He isn't a dentist like in Riders of Berk yet – that will most likely come later.**

**Review please, and I'll see you again soon!**

**Up next: Animal House**


	9. Chapter 9

_**Chapter 5**_

_**Animal House Part 1**_

* * *

><p><em>Here on Berk, we've made peace with the monsters. We're finally living and working together – and it only took us three hundred years.<em>

_There's one slight problem…_

_We forgot to tell the animals._

* * *

><p><strong>Farming Lands<strong>

It was another sunny afternoon on Berk, and the day's events were playing out to be pretty normal.

Unfortunately, 'normal' took on a whole new meaning whenever Berk was concerned. Especially when the island's new monster residents were involved.

Mulch and Bucket were working in the farming lands as usual, and Batwings, with nothing better to do, was watching them go about their business. So far, nothing particularly out of the ordinary had happened – unless the Siren counted the Hypnocatrice and Barioth angrily fighting each other in a sheep pen, of all places.

"Oh no, not again," huffed Mulch. "You go on now… you get… get, both of you!"

The portly Viking raced toward the sheep pen, where the sheep were running over and into each other in an attempt to get away from the brawling monsters. With him and Bucket waving their arms and shouting, they managed to chase the monsters away a far enough distance to no longer be a concern.

"We never had this problem with the dragons…" Mulch grumbled as he went to fetch a medium-sized pail. "Alright, everyone, time to earn yer keep!" he added cheerfully to the barnyard animals.

While Mulch settled down beside a yak to milk it, Bucket busied himself with checking the chicken coop for eggs. Even from a distance, the observant eyes of Batwings could see his bewildered expression as he lifted up a chicken and saw nothing in the nest beneath.

"Chickens lay eggs, right?" the clueless Viking asked, well, cluelessly.

"Do we _really_ need to go over this again?" sighed Mulch wearily.

"No," replied Bucket. But a second later, he lifted up the sheep next to him and looked underneath it.

"Apparently we do," Batwings concluded. Two flaps of his wings later, he came in for a landing beside Bucket and began to explain.

"Wool," the Siren said, pointing to the sheep pen.

"Eggs," he continued, pointing to the chicken coop.

"And milk," he finished, pointing to Mulch's yak. "That wasn't so hard, was it?"

Bucket cocked his head, still confused.

"Observe," directed Batwings, and gestured to Mulch.

Picking up the cue, Mulch turned back to the yak. "Now, Bucket," he explained. "You grab the udder, like so, and pull."

He pulled the yak's udder – but nothing came out.

"Pull," Mulch said again.

When the same result happened, he repeated with more force, "Pull!"

But he pulled so hard, the yak kicked him off of his stool and walked away to join the other yaks.

"Uh oh," Batwings remarked. "I think we're empty. Again."

A look of realization crossed Mulch's face. "And that's not good," he murmured.

* * *

><p><strong>Berk Mountain<strong>

"So," Astrid spoke up, "just why are we here freezing our butts off again?"

The two of them were with their respective monsters on the top of the highest mountain on Berk, up to their knees in snow. While it admittedly gave them a very charming view of the island, the temperature left something to be desired. To put it plainly, it was cold, even when compared to Berk's regular climate.

"Well," Hiccup explained, "we're here looking for anything that looks out of the ordinary. You saw how Twinhorn went completely berserk the other night, and how different her scales looked. Something is causing her to go crazy, and I'm willing to bet that it's some change in Berk's environment."

"Monsters _are_ better at sensing changes in the natural world than people are," agreed Astrid.

Hiccup nodded. "Exactly. And what better place to start than the highest mountain on the island? Whatever it is we're looking for, we'll find it from up here."

Smirking, Astrid replied snidely, "Well, unless you have the eyes of a Berukyurosu, it'll be impossible to see anything going on down below."

Putting an equal amount of sarcasm into his voice, Hiccup responded, "If there's one thing I _do _see, it's that you aren't happy here and just want to be back at the bottom of the mountain, where it's ever so slightly warmer."

"I bet I could get down there faster than you could, Monster Boy," Astrid challenged him with a teasing note in her voice.

"Sadly, I disagree with you, my lady," the Haddock boy joked. "Why don't we find out just who has the faster monster once and for all?"

"Thought you'd never ask," the Hofferson girl said with a grin, already running back toward Blackhawk.

And that was how the two of them found themselves in a monster sledding race, with the imaginary finish line at the bottom of the mountain. They were both sitting on Blackhawk's and Sightless' backs while the monsters slid across the snow on their bellies. With their wings flared out like huge sails that caught the wind, they hit absolutely exhilarating speeds as they raced down the slopes. The experience was even better than flying in its own way.

At first, Sightless and Hiccup were in the lead, the soft snow gently whisking against the Gore Magala's belly as he shot down the mountain like a black arrow.

Then, Blackhawk cut ahead, and Hiccup could clearly hear Astrid's triumphant laugh carrying back to hit his ears. Smiling to himself, he followed her every move even as they began to race through a widespread forest of evergreens. The two monsters twisted and turned around every tree, Sightless hot on Blackhawk's heels.

But just then, the Yian Garuga raised her tail and sent a load of poisonous spines whistling backwards. Sightless immediately hastened to avoid them, and he lost a bit of ground in order to execute the maneuver.

"Hey, Astrid!" cried Hiccup indigantly.

"Oops, did I do that?" she called back innocently.

_Two can play at that game,_ Hiccup thought. He urged Sightless forward, and they put on a burst of speed that was enough to overtake Blackhawk and Astrid. He flared out one of his cape-like wings, blocking Astrid's view and stopping Blackhawk from progressing any further.

"Not fair!" Astrid objected, trying to swerve her wyvern around Sightless' wing.

A stunted tree suddenly came into Hiccup's view, and he abruptly steered Sightless around it. Astrid only saw it at the last second, and she and Blackhawk crashed into it – they kept going, but the Hofferson girl ended up with a face-ful of snow and a long scratch across her cheek.

"So it's going to be like that, huh?!" she yelled at Hiccup, half-scowling and half-grinning.

"I have _no_ idea what you're talking about," he replied calmly, and Sightless put on another burst of speed.

Blackhawk, at her rider's urging, suddenly spat a fireball at a large snowbank off to the side. The snow exploded everywhere, and Sightless became startled and lost control. He spun like a top, and only just regained his footing and continued sliding down the mountain after Astrid and her monster shot ahead.

But then, there was a muffled *boom*, and then a great rumbling sound from farther uphill. Hiccup twisted his head around and immediately saw what looked like a wall of snow roaring down the mountain after them. It seemed as if Blackhawk's earlier fireball had started an avalanche.

"Oh no," Hiccup murmured. He made up his mind immediately, deciding that it was time to get off the mountain.

"Up, Sightless!" he commanded, and the Gore Magala was eager to oblige. He jumped mid-slide with his powerful legs, ready for takeoff – but he suddenly plunged back into the snow, losing a little bit of speed before resuming his slide. They tried several more times, all with the same fruitless result, before Hiccup glanced at Sightless' injured wing and immediately saw that the splint had frozen over. It was stuck in one position, preventing them from flying.

Helpless at the moment, Hiccup figured that the least he could do was keep sliding and warn Astrid. He and Sightless promptly increased their speed, and they rapidly closed in on the girl and her Yian Garuga while dodging the trees in their path.

"Astrid!" screamed Hiccup, over the noise of the avalanche.

She glanced back at the sound of his voice, and her eyes widened in fear as she saw what looked like the entire mountainside rumbling down towards them. Urging Blackhawk towards a natural ramp that had appeared in their path, Astrid soared upwards and away from the mountain before circling back to help Hiccup.

They swooped down upon Hiccup as he was reaching for Sightless' outstretched wing, trying to pry the splint's joints free. He looked up and saw them coming to help.

"No, go back!" he cried.

Clearly in no mood to listen, Astrid instead replied, "I can see a cliff up ahead! I need to get you out of there!"

Hiccup was between a wall of snow and what could quite literally be a dead end. And even if Astrid could save him in time, how would they get Sightless away as well? Without anyone to fly him, and indeed without his splint working properly, there was no way the Gore Magala would be able to save himself.

_One thing at a time,_ Hiccup decided. He reached for Astrid's hand, which she stretched out towards him in a desperate attempt to save him, and managed to grab it firmly.

But even though Astrid used all of her strength trying to pull him up onto Blackhawk's back, they ran out of time. The cliff loomed before them, and before Hiccup could let go of Astrid's hand, all four of them went over with terrified screams. They were heading for the bottom of an icy ravine, and several tons of snow spilled over the cliff after them.

They hit the bottom of the icy ravine very hard, but miraculously, they didn't break anything. However, the shock and pain rendered them temporarily unconscious – when Hiccup woke up about a minute later, everything was pitch black and he was freezing cold.

"A-Astrid?" he asked shakily. He might have gotten an answer, but his mind was so scattered that he couldn't comprehend it. He asked again, in a slightly stronger voice, "Astrid?"

This time, he could hear her reply. She rasped, "Hiccup, I'm freezing…"

By some miracle, they managed to find each other in the dark. Hiccup's hand was groping around in the blackness when his fingers closed around something warm and alive – Astrid's arm. Immediately, they moved together and clung to each other tightly, desperate for warmth, instinctively relaxing as their arms wrapped around one another.

But…

"Where are the monsters?" Astrid asked, her voice coming from right next to Hiccup's ear.

Hiccup didn't know how to reply, but as it turned out, he didn't have to – there was a flash of blinding light, accompanied by a brief burst of heat, which vanished too quickly for his eyes to adjust. But he could guess from whom it had come from.

"Blackhawk?" he asked, incredulously.

Then a much dimmer, blue-black burst of light occurred, which was appropriately accompanied by a burst of heat that was much cooler in comparison to the first.

"Sightless?" added Astrid, just as surprised.

There were two more flashes of alternating white and black light, and then a dim ray of sunlight illuminated the ravine. When Hiccup's eyes adjusted, he saw that they were inside a dome of snow, with their monsters staring down at them almost tenderly. He could now see that they had spread their wings as a shield to block the avalanche from crushing them, and that they had burnt a hole in the snow with their flames to allow the distant sun to shine through.

"We're going to be alright," Astrid breathed.

"Look at what they did," Hiccup replied, his own voice mirroring his astonishment. "They saved our lives!"

He and Astrid simultaneously turned their heads to look at each other, and they immediately saw how close they were. They didn't pull away, but drew a little closer as if that would make them a little warmer. And it did, but in a different way.

"I never thought I'd be so glad to be alive," murmured Astrid.

Hiccup simply smiled, and nothing more.

And then, perhaps because it was just the heat of the moment, their lips met.

It took several seconds for the two of them to break the kiss apart, as if reluctant to leave each other's warmth.

However, Sightless and Blackhawk's amused stares convinced them. Frantically, they each slid away from the other, blushing furiously and determinedly looking at the ground.

"So… so we're good now," said Hiccup, coughing awkwardly.

"G-Good as new!" confirmed Astrid, just as uncomfortable. Then she gave him a playful punch on the shoulder, trying to make the situation a little more normal.

It hurt, causing Hiccup to wince and rub his arm – but after the tender moment they had just shared, he couldn't have cared any less.

* * *

><p><strong>Back at the Farming Lands<strong>

Upon discovering that not just one, but none, of the yaks were refusing to give milk, Batwings had flown straight to the docks, where Stoick and Gobber were overseeing the fishermen's haul. It had only taken him a little time to bring the two Vikings back to Mulch and Bucket, who had waited in the farming lands.

"Yep. Mm-hm. Yeah, there it is!" Gobber said, keeping up the talk as he examined one of the yaks from underneath. Mulch, Bucket, Stoick, and Batwings were all watching him anxiously.

Finally, the blacksmith slid out from under the yak and said, "Jus' as I thought. She ain't givin' milk. None of 'em are!"

Stoick and Batwings simultaneously rolled their eyes. "We _know_ that, Gobber," the Chief said impatiently.

"We want to know _why_," Batwings added.

"This reminds me o' the time I moved me mother in with me goat," Gobber started, launching into one of his stories. Stoick moved to intervene, but Batwings stopped him with a restraining hand.

"Let Gobber tell his tale," the Siren cautioned, looking the Chief in the eye. "He might be on to something. Just let him get to his point."

Taking a moment to think first, Stoick eventually nodded. He turned back to Gobber, who kept talking as if they weren't even there – "… she was mean, ornery, ate everythin' in sight…"

"Your goat?" interrupted Batwings.

Not even hearing the question, Gobber continued, "The goat was so scared of 'er, she couldn't give milk!"

Batwings rolled his eyes and huffed. Sometimes he wondered why these Vikings – with their mean mothers, ugly wives, and shaggy beards – couldn't be more like the Peaceables back on Siren Island.

At last, Gobber got to his point. "The moral o' the story is, mothers an' goats don't mix," he explained. "Same with farm animals an' monsters! The dragons ain't no problem, 'cause they've been around since our ancestors first sailed here."

To prove his point, he gestured to a flock of Grapple Grounders that were flying overhead. The farm animals, indeed, didn't take any notice.

"Now," Gobber prattled on, "We stopped fightin' the monsters just recently, and now they're around _all the time_! The farm animals are gettin' spooked."

Almost the second he finished explaining, a Rathian soared over the farm with a roar that echoed across the peaks. Farm animals scattered in its wake, and a herd of sheep simply dropped to the ground. Whether they were playing dead, or just so frightened that they had fainted, wasn't clear.

"See?" added Gobber. "Spooked."

Batwings was about to ask a question when he was interrupted by a muffled groan. The two Vikings and the Siren turned around to see Bucket clasping his head in his hand and stumbling around, as if he had a killer headache.

Mulch was examining his comrade concernedly. "Uh oh," he said. "Yer bucket's not tightenin' up on you, is it?"

Bucket stopped groaning long enough to say, "No, no it's not. I'm feeling just… FIIIIINE!" He suddenly screamed and fell to the ground, clutching his head tightly.

"When his bucket gets tight, it means a storm's comin'," Mulch explained to the others, seeing their curious looks.

"No storm," Bucket rasped, "everything's fine."

"Bucket…" warned Mulch.

The half-brainless Viking turned to him and worried, "I don't want there to be a storm! If lightning strikes me bucket, I could end up less intelligent!" He suddenly let out a searing howl of pain, causing Batwings to flinch.

"Oh ho, that's one tight bucket!" exclaimed Mulch, rapping Bucket on the head. "The tighter the bucket, the bigger the storm!"

Understandably, Stoick and Gobber were more skeptical than concerned, unlike Batwings.

"That's ridiculous," said Stoick. "Storms don't hit this early in the season."

"An' besides," Gobber scoffed, "who ever heard of predictin' the weather with a bucket? That's what chicken bones an' goose feet are for!"

Mulch was indignant, and leapt to his ailing friend's (and his ailing friends' dignity's) defense. He said dangerously, "If you recall, that bucket o' his predicted the Blizzard of Oloth!"

"That was a bad one," Bucket put in. "It took us a week just to dig Mildew out!"

"And I'm still wondering why you ever bothered," Batwings drawled sarcastically.

With a worried look in his eyes, Mulch insisted, "Trust the bucket!"

But Stoick just shook his head and replied, "You trust the bucket. I want a second opinion."

And that was how Batwings, Gobber, and Stoick found themselves on a lone mountain that rose out from the ocean just off of the village's coastline. It had been a long walk by bridge to reach the hut of the elder, Goathi. The peak was so small that the dwelling took up all the available space, and then some.

Goathi was perhaps the oldest and most respected Viking in the village, except perhaps Mildew – even though Mildew was a bit lacking in the 'respect' part. Although Goathi was far past her prime and no longer able to go into battle, no one was better than her at healing wounds, treating the sick, and in this case, predicting the weather.

"We've come for your wisdom, Goathi," Stoick respectfully told the ancient woman. "Is there going to be a storm?"

The elder slowly retrieved her staff and began to write on her dirt-board with the end of it. Batwings peered at the confusing symbols and pictures that she was drawing, and gave up after a few moments. He wasn't able to make any sense out of her scribbles.

"Gobber, what's she saying?" the dragon asked.

Bending down to examine Goathi's work, Gobber slowly read, "She says, 'What do you think?'"

The three visitors shrugged.

Goathi sighed and pointed her staff at the hut behind them. The windows were securely barricaded and there were sandbags all over the place, as if Goathi was expecting a storm as well and had prepared well for it.

"How can you be so sure?" inquired Stoick. "Was it the chicken bones? Or the goose feet?"

Goathi wrote another few odd pictures in the dirt, and Gobber closely examined it. "Ah-hah, ah-hah… yep. She said she could hear Bucket screaming from way up here."

Batwings' eyebrows shot upwards, and he and Stoick shared a surprised glance.

"Then we need to prepare," the Chief decided. "Gobber, meet me at my house, and send word to Mulch and Bucket also. Batwings, I need you to go tell Hiccup that there is something very important I have to tell him."

"It involves the monsters, doesn't it?" the Siren asked.

"Yes it does," replied Stoick, nodding. "Without milk or eggs, we won't be able to survive the storm. We're still recovering from when our storehouse was… ah, raided."

Batwings winced noticeably. He still felt a little bit guilty about the wild behavior of the monsters and his dragon brethren not too long ago, before Hiccup had figured out how to control them.

"You can count on me, Chief," he replied, then leapt off the peak.

Wings catching the wind and pushing him upwards, Batwings shapeshifted into his true draconic form – a repulsive eel creature with wide wings, a streamer-like head crest, and wickedly long fangs. All Sirens could shift between their true form and their humanoid form, as it was one of the many talents they had in order to catch their prey. But Batwings only shifted into his true form when he needed to, and right now, he needed to find Hiccup as quickly as possible.

* * *

><p><strong>Village Plaza<strong>

Near the bustling plaza, there was a tall catapult tower, and it was on this catapult tower that the Berk Monster Riders tended to congregate when they had nothing better to do. Even though they did have the Berk Dragon Academy all to themselves, they felt like this place was a little more private, and thus felt a sense of comfort whenever they came here.

Today, everyone except Batwings and the twins were there. Hiccup and Astrid had just come back from their little excursion into the mountains, full of excitement and with an amazing tale to tell the others.

"… and then, the monsters used their wings to block the snow," Hiccup finished excitedly.

Fishlegs was fascinated – well, more like jumping out of his pants. Speaking rapidly, he piped up, "I've never heard of anything like that, not even in the Book of Monsters!"

"Well duh," Snaketail chastised him. "Haven't we been fighting the monsters until two months or so ago?"

"I know, it's incredible!" blurted Astrid. "It's as if their protective instincts just kicked in! If it weren't for them, we would have _frozen_ to death!"

"The monsters we've been fighting for hundreds of years came to our rescue," Hiccup added, still amazed.

"You know, you could have used your _own_ bodies to keep each other warm," babbled Fishlegs, not losing any of his enthusiasm.

Hiccup and Astrid instinctively glanced at each other, then shuffled away from each other, blushing crimson. Arachne gave them a quick study and grinned widely – it was obvious to _her_ just what had happened after her friends had been rescued.

"Wh-Who does that?" asked Astrid innocently, and Hiccup rapidly nodded his agreement.

"Hey Astrid," said Snotlout. "If you're still cold…"

Dropping the sentence, the Jorgenson held out his arms invitingly – only to receive a huge pile of snow that fell down from the catapult above them and buried him from head to toe, courtesy of a scowling Astrid.

"Hey!" he protested, hilariously muffled. Astrid, meanwhile, allowed a satisfied smile to cross her face.

"Hiccup."

The nonchalant voice rang out from below the tower, prompting Hiccup himself to look over the edge. He immediately saw the twins staring up at him.

"Batwings sent us," Tuffnut said bluntly. "Your father's looking for you."

"He looked angry," smirked Ruffnut.

"Oh, he's looked like that since they day I was born," muttered Hiccup. "It's probably no big deal."

Bidding the others farewell, he hopped off the platform and began to walk down the tower, heading for his house and the message his dad had to give him.

* * *

><p><strong>Hiccup's House<strong>

The Haddock boy opened the door to find Sightless napping by the fire where he had left him – as well as a pacing Stoick, a stationary Gobber, and a fully-transformed Batwings coiled around his usual spot in the rafters.

"What's all this about, Dad?" asked Hiccup, closing the door behind him and walking closer to the fire pit. He still felt cold after the avalanche.

"We've got a bad storm coming," Stoick replied, his voice growing, while not nervous, something similar to it. "We could be locked in. We might not be able to hunt or fish for months."

"It's too early for a storm," Hiccup said, with a skeptical chuckle. "We're in the middle of winter! _Devastating_ winter isn't due for another month."

"Not according to Goathi," his father responded, denying his denial.

"What should _I _do about it?" protested Hiccup. "I can't control the weather."

"Not that we know of," Gobber piped up, "but yeh _can_ control monsters."

Confused, Hiccup asked worriedly, "You mean there's a monster out there that's causing a storm?" He certainly hoped not – only elder dragons and the most powerful flying wyverns had abilities great enough to control weather, and he really didn't want to deal with a Kushala Daora or something even worse.

Stoick shook his head. "Not quite, but if the other monsters don't stop scaring the animals, we won't have any provisions to live on."

With a sardonic grin, Hiccup said sarcastically, "Well, between you and me, the village could do with a little _less_ feeding. Know what you think?"

"This isn't a joke, Hiccup," Gobber replied.

Just at that moment, the door opened, and Bucket and Mulch walked in. Hiccup had heard stories about the former's weather-predicting bucket, and to be honest, he thought the stories were hard to believe. But if Goathi was placing her trust in them…

"Not a drop," Mulch said sadly, holding up an empty pail. "And that was after yankin' on that poor yak for three hours."

Hiccup's eyes widened slightly. _This is serious,_ he thought.

"But it's not like the monsters are trying to be scary," Batwings said all of a sudden, shifting into his humanoid form so he'd be able to talk to us more clearly. "I mean, sure, the smaller carnivores eat livestock… but the rest only eat other monsters, like Aptonoth. And they do most of their hunting in the woods."

"True," admitted Gobber. "But still, they are huge, some of 'em breathe fire, most of 'em have bad tempers, and all of 'em – now that we've made peace with 'em – are _everywhere_. The animals are terrified of 'em!"

"This is where you come in and say 'I'll fix this'," Stoick told his son, seriously.

It took a bit of time for Hiccup to find his voice after absorbing all this new information. "Okay," he said hesitantly, "but how much time do we have until the storm hits?"

Mulch stepped in and told him, "About a week."

Relieved, Hiccup sighed, "No problem. That's more than enough time."

But then, Bucket clutched his head – with his hook clanging loudly against his bucket – and let out a long moan.

"Ah, correction," Mulch amended. "Three days, six hours."

Hiccup swallowed thickly. "Alright, less time. Perfect."

The Chief-to-be walked over to the fire and gently patted Sightless on the head, waking him up. "Come on, bud," he said. "We have a job to do."

Nodding, the Gore Magala followed his rider out of the house, and was in turn followed by Batwings. Closing the door behind them, the three of them flew off for the Berk Monster Academy with a special assignment for that day's lesson.

* * *

><p><strong>Berk Monster Academy, Three Days Later<strong>

The Berk Monster Riders were all assembled, although some of their monsters were absent. Batwings and Arachne had also gathered some special guests – three yaks, five sheep, and a flock of chickens. The farm animals would be the center of Hiccup's lesson, and the fate of the village depended on how well they could do their job.

Unfortunately, they hadn't had any luck so far.

Hiccup's original idea would be to gather some smaller monsters and then work their way up toward the larger and more frightening ones – which Batwings rapidly convinced him not to do, considering that a lot of smaller monsters were still large enough to eat livestock. Hiccup had no choice but to ask Snaketail to round up the first monsters she laid eyes on.

Unfortunately, she had come back with a Duramboros, a Tigrex, and a Blundertail – which wasn't a monster, but a Boulder class, scorpion-like, heavily-built dragon with wings like a Gronckle's, even larger than the infamously-monstrous Monstrous Nightmare. Frightening enough to be a monster itself, in Hiccup's opinion.

"Come on, big boy. You can do it!" grunted Hiccup as he herded a yak toward one of the monsters. "You'll really like them if you get to know them."

The yak wasn't convinced, and continued to struggle as Hiccup fruitlessly continued to push it forward.

"What's the point of this exercise again?" asked Tuffnut, clueless as usual.

"To make the animals stop being so afraid of the monsters," Snaketail told him, wearily.

"Oh yeah," Tuff replied.

"We totally knew that," Ruffnut added.

Astrid joined Hiccup in herding the yaks toward the monsters, and together, they began to actually get somewhere. "They look scary," Astrid told them encouragingly, "but they're just giant, scaly reptiles."

"Just like Snotlout," snickered Tuff.

The boy in question picked up the male Thorston and held his fist up, prepared to hit him. But then, he faltered and glanced down at his chest in confusion. He asked uncertainly, "You're the guy, right?"

"No," Tuff replied squeakily.

Meanwhile, the Duramboros and Tigrex were fighting over personal space. When the big brute wyvern slammed its hammer-like tail down on the ground and growled, the yaks suddenly knocked Hiccup and Astrid over and run to the other side of the academy.

"What if we looked at this from an animal's perspective?" suggested Fishlegs. He subsequently got down on all fours and began to shuffle around in circles. "Oh hello, Tigrex. I'm just a little sheep, walking around, doing sheep things. Baa, baa…"

On the sidelines, the real sheep were looking at him skeptically, and Sightless let out his version of a laugh, a short sound that was somewhere between a growl and a scream.

"You know," remarked Fishlegs, "they don't really seem so big –"

But when he looked up, and the Tigrex roared in his face, he screamed and scuttled off to cower under Heatray. "I'm siding with the animals on this one," he squeaked.

Hiccup stepped into the Ingerman's place to share his thoughts. "I've noticed that when you have a positive experience with something you're afraid of, it isn't so scary anymore," he explained, and began urging the sheep toward the monsters. "They just have to get to know them, and –"

And then his plan literally went up in flames as the Blundertail shot a sizzling missile of poisonous fire over the heads of the sheep, startling them into running all over the arena with panicked bleats.

"At this rate, we'll never get any milk or eggs!" growled Hiccup as Ruffnut rushed to calm the sheep down.

_This is pointless,_ he thought, frustrated.

Snaketail suddenly snapped her fingers, appearing to have an idea. "Another way to help the animals overcome their fear is to show them that monsters have fears too," she said decisively.

Hiccup couldn't help but be grateful that someone other than him and Fishlegs were coming up with some good ideas.

"Remember Madguts the Merciless?" asked Astrid.

Fishlegs, Snaketail, and Arachne all shuddered upon hearing the name.

"I think so," Batwings said, gagging. "He didn't go down so well."

Astrid, alongside the others, gave him a weird look. When he just shrugged and quickly flashed his fangs – as if to say _I'm a Siren, deal with it_ – she turned the conversation back to her original statement.

"He was a pretty scary guy," she continued. "I was afraid of him until I learned that he, in turn, was afraid of the dark."

"So during the day, merciless," said Tuff.

"And during the night, Tuffnut," his sister chirped.

"Hey, that's a real problem!" he protested, slugging her on the arm. Ruff just scowled at him.

Glaring at the two of them, Astrid continued, "I'm just saying that learning that Madguts was afraid of something made him less scary to me."

Hiccup considered Astrid's idea and decided it to be worth a try. He walked to the back of the academy toward one of the old cages. Most of them were vacant now, except for Twinhorn's – occasionally, she'd bellow and slam into the door as if trying to break out, which she had been doing ever since Gobber had locked her in. Thankfully, the metal reinforcements stopped her from smashing her way through the wooden obstruction. However, her repeated attempts to escape were loud enough to sometimes startle the animals, which was extremely unwelcome in such a delicate operation.

"Exactly," called Hiccup, opening one of the cage doors and digging around inside for a moment. "So, we just have to show the animals that monsters also have fear."

He walked out from the cage with a slimy eel in his hand, which had been kept alive inside a water-tight basket. It was thrashing around in protest at being handled, but Hiccup held it just behind its head so it couldn't bite.

At the sight of the eel, the Duramboros and Tigrex recoiled and bellowed in revulsion. It was a well-known fact amongst Hiccup and the Monster Riders that not only dragons, but most monsters were disgusted by eels. Even monsters that lived in the sea avoided them.

While the monsters backed away from the squirming serpent, the animals exchanged glances. None of them looked particularly frightened of the monsters any more.

"I think it's working," sang Arachne.

But then Hiccup dropped the eel. In its effort to find water so it could breathe, the eel slithered rapidly toward the Blundertail, which panicked and lashed its tail in an effort to chase it away. The tail smacked a stray sheep, sending it flying clear across the arena and into the far wall.

Hiccup groaned, clutching his head as he felt a headache coming on.

"Don't worry," Astrid said gently.

"Worried?" replied Hiccup. "I'm not worried! Do I look worried?"

But obviously, it was clear that he was rapidly running out of confidence. At this rate, the storm would hit before they made any progress with the animals – and if that happened, the entire village would starve.

* * *

><p><strong>That's right, I kept the little romantic moment from the original "Legends are Born". I mean, come on – how could I <strong>_**not**_** keep it? (Admittedly, I toned it down a wee bit.)**

**This is also the first appearance of one of my own original dragons – the Blundertail! I'm going to try and fit in a few more creatures throughout the story as well.**

"**Madguts the Merciless" is my own quick little reference to the HTTYD book series, by the way.**

**Please send a review my way! I know crossovers aren't very popular on this site, but please make me feel that someone is actually reading this.**
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_**Chapter 5**_

_**Animal House Part 2**_

* * *

><p><strong>Village Plaza<strong>

The wind howled, and there was the occasional rumble of distant thunder in the ominously shadowed sky, accompanied by a brief flash of lightning from within the clouds. No one was out and about – the villagers were all heading to the Great Hall so that they could wait out the storm. There were no monsters or dragons in sight, either, since the beasts had booked it out of the village as soon as they felt the storm coming.

"Just as I feared," Stoick said grimly. He picked up a plank of wood and offered it to Gobber, who had joined him on their last round of the village. "We haven't had any time to fully stock the food storehouse. If this storm is as bad as we think it is, we're never going to survive."

"Not with this inventory," Gobber agreed, taking the wooden plank and using it to block the doors to one of the houses.

"We're going to need everything we can get from those chickens and yaks," added Stoick.

His comment prompted a snort from Gobber. "I'm not comfortable in puttin' our lives on the backs of a brainless bird an' a big woolly beast that sleeps in its own dung."

"Thankfully," Stoick said, cutting him off, "our fate isn't on their backs. It's on my son's."

The two of them completed their round of the village and decided that it would be safe to abandon it until the storm had run its course. Up the steps leading toward the Great Hall they went, where the last few Vikings were wheeling in provisions.

"Bring in everything you need!" hollered Stoick. "We don't know how long we're going to be hunkered down!"

With effort, he and Gobber began to help some of the stragglers push their wheelbarrows full of supplies up the stone steps and through the immense doors awaiting them. The last two Vikings to come were Mulch and Bucket – the former was tugging the latter up to the Great Hall in his own wheelbarrow. Bucket had his hands clamped to his head and was moaning lowly, clearly in great pain.

"How's Bucket?" Stoick asked of Mulch, gently.

"Look at 'im," the portly Viking sighed. "He usually loves a wheelbarrow ride."

All of a sudden, there was a rush of wind and a clattering sound as Batwings landed on his talons on the grassy hill near the staircase. Shivering, the Siren jumped up onto the side of the staircase and regarded the quartet of Vikings with worry.

"We're out of time," he reported. "We haven't had any success with the animals yet. I came here to ask what our next course of action should be."

Sadly, Stoick shook his head and replied, "For now, we'll have to wait. There's no way we'll be able to help them now. Gobber," he added, "you go with Mulch and gather the kids. Bring them back here and make sure that they're all safe. Batwings, you prepare to get the farm animals in the barn."

Mulch and Gobber both nodded understandingly. They both hobbled down the steps on their peg legs, with Batwings soaring ahead of them before wheeling off in a slightly different direction. It was to the farming lands he flew, while Gobber and Mulch walked off in the general direction of the Berk Monster Academy.

Suddenly, Spitelout appeared, herding two yaks toward the Great Hall. "I caught these two," he informed the other Vikings. "I figured we could start another herd with 'em."

"Yeh might wanna take another look, Spitelout," replied Gobber, walking by without even a glance.

Spitelout bent down and peered underneath the yaks, then stood up and said quickly, "Never mind, boys."

* * *

><p><strong>Berk Monster Academy<strong>

Back in the arena, it was chaos once again. The Duramboros had succeeded in scaring the flock of chickens. Hiccup had managed to catch two chickens, and Snotlout and Fishlegs had caught a few others, but the other Monster Riders were still trying to round up the rest of the birds while Astrid calmed the monsters down.

"You know what I'm learning from this?" complained Hiccup. "Chickens are, well, chicken."

Astrid snorted at his remark and tossed a steak to the Tigrex in order to get it to settle down. Its restless stomping and growling was making the sheep and yaks nervous.

"What if we showed them how much they have in common with the monsters?" asked Tuffnut all of a sudden.

Everyone stared at him, skeptical at his suggestion.

"What?" the male Thorston added, starting to doubt himself. "I always thought the Duramboros looked like a giant sheep."

"Actually, he might be on to something," mused Fishlegs. "It does share some of the same habits as sheep – grazing, using its horns in territorial fights…"

Arachne scuttled past him and led the gentle giant over to the sheep. Although the sheep were initially startled at the lumbering brute wyvern that stomped in their direction and tried to run away, Sightless blocked their escape and herded them forward with his wings. Reluctantly, the sheep faced the Duramboros, and began to calm down as they observed it chewing a large wad of grass, twigs, and cabbage in its mouth.

"See?" asked Hiccup, satisfied. "A plant-eater's a plant-eater, no matter how big and tough he is. Right, guys?"

Then the Tigrex, eager for more steak, lunged at the satchel Astrid had on her shoulder from which she had produced the meat. She hastily dove out of the way, and the Tigrex's jaws closed around the Duramboros' leg. The brute wyvern let out an earsplitting, bleating bellow of pain and swung its clubbed tail around like a mace, crashing it loudly against the floor and walls several times. The sheep panicked and scattered, too fast and in too many directions for Sightless to stop them again.

"Unless it has a Hammer for a tail," Hiccup finished bitterly.

The frantic bleating of the sheep made such a racket, the other animals took it as a signal to panic as well. Chickens, yaks, and sheep raced all around the arena in a frenzy of fear, while the Viking teens did their best to try and gather them again.

However, they had only just started to get the animals back under control when there was a gigantic crashing noise from behind Twinhorn's cage. This time, the door shifted significantly upon being hit.

"Wh-What's going on?!" squeaked Fishlegs, hiding behind Heatray.

The answer he got was another, much bigger crash – the sound of the door flying off of its hinges. The two halves hadn't even hit the ground yet when Twinhorn came barreling out, roaring madly at the top of her lungs. Everyone scrambled to get out of the way of the crazed Diablos, but the animals panicked again, dissolving into a chaos worse than any so far.

"T-Twinhorn!" cried Snaketail, her voice breaking.

"She's even worse than last time this happened," gasped Snotlout, crawling underneath Heatray's belly with Fishlegs.

"Guys, wait," Hiccup told them, pointing at Twinhorn as she crashed into the wall and stunned herself. "Look at her scales! They're pitch-black!"

Indeed, when the group took another look at Snaketail's monster companion, they could see the difference. Instead of having dirt-brown scales, they were deepest black with a subtle purple tint.

Hiccup couldn't help but wonder if her increased aggression and her new black coat were related somehow.

When Gobber and Mulch walked in, the noise of the gate opening alerted Twinhorn. With a huge bellow, she lunged forward at the startled Vikings, bowling them over as she rampaged out the door. And almost as if on cue, a harsh wind began to blow, and snow started falling from the cloud-covered sky.

"Everybody out!" shouted Mulch. "The storm's here!"

"An' what in Odin's name happened?!" demanded Gobber. "I had that beast caged up good!"

"I-I don't know what happened to Twinhorn," replied Hiccup, shakily. "But we can't leave, Gobber! We haven't made any progress with the animals!"

Gobber scooped a stray chicken up with his hook and replied, "Yer father wants everyone in the Great Hall, where it's safe!"

"What about Twinhorn?" protested Snaketail.

"We can't risk goin' after her," Mulch told her sadly. "By the time we catch up to her and cage her again, the island'll be knee-deep in snow!"

Desperate, Hiccup was still trying to reason with them. "Take the others, then. I need to stay here and keep working with the animals. The monsters still frighten them."

"Ya can't get eggs from a frozen chicken!" replied Gobber, not hearing any of it. "We need ta get the animals in the barn!"

But everyone had just gathered up the remaining animals, with the monsters' help, when Batwings suddenly flew through the open gate, gasping for breath.

"The barn's completely frozen over!" he yelled over the sound of the wind, which was rapidly increasing in strength. "There's no way we can get the animals in it without them freezing as well! And that's not the worst part – the rest of the farm animals have fled into the mountains!"

"Oh, for the love of Thor!" shouted Snotlout.

"As if we needed any more problems," sighed Arachne.

"So much fer the barn," grumbled Gobber.

Snaketail sighed and suggested, "Then we keep the animals in the Great Hall as well. It's the only safe place we have."

"Great," grumbled Mulch. "The animals and monsters under the same roof. This will not end up good."

"We don't have a choice," Hiccup said. "I don't like it any more than you do, but if we don't starve, we'll have animals to work with in the future."

"And anyway, the only monsters here on Berk are ours," added Fishlegs. "The rest seem to have fled Berk entirely when they felt the storm coming."

Hiccup spared a glance toward Batwings, who looked like he wanted to say something else. "What is it?" Hiccup asked.

"I think there's something out there in the storm," the Siren whispered with a shudder. "I could hear it as I flew here to warn you about the animals."

"Then the animals are in danger," Astrid decided. "We'll have to head through the mountains with the animals we have with us, and hope that we come across the others on our way."

Hiccup nodded. "Alright gang, grab your monsters – we're going to use the animals' fear of them to our advantage this time."

* * *

><p><strong>Berk Mountains<strong>

On the mountain path that Hiccup and the gang took, the wind and blinding snow lashed cruelly at them until every inch of exposed skin was stinging. It was difficult to see, and the ground was thick with snow that muffled their footsteps and made it very hard to walk. The animals huddled instinctively close together to protect themselves from the biting cold, and their fear of the monsters behind them herded them forward. The monsters were staying a respectable distance behind, so as not to startle the animals.

"Come on, come on, let's go!" urged Fishlegs, herding a stray sheep back toward its fellows. The other teens were keeping the animals together, as he was, or else staying with their monsters.

But as always, something went wrong.

A forked bolt of lightning suddenly flashed down from the sky, very bright against the darkness that the storm shrouded the land in, and struck a tree with a loud crash. The tree toppled and startled Blackhawk, who screeched and instinctively lashed out with her tail, whipping Snotsnarl across the face. Enraged, he reared up on his hind legs and emitted a roar that blasted across the landscape, throwing up clouds of snow and knocking Snotlout off his feet. The animals bellowed in terror and scattered all over the place.

"Don't worry! I've got this under control," groaned Snotlout, picking himself up out of the snow.

And just how under control he had it was confirmed a second later, when the yaks trampled him. He continuously cried out, "Ow! Ow! Ow! Ow! Okay, everything hurts…"

Chaos reigned once more as Snotsnarl continued to run rampant, the animals ran aimlessly in fear, and the Monster Riders scrambled to retrieve them. Fishlegs rapidly became dizzy as he tried to run after a trio of sheep, and he fell to the ground just in time for the sheep to run him over. Ruffnut jumped over him in pursuit of said sheep, but a chicken jumped into her face and caused her to slam into Snaketail.

Hiccup couldn't do anything but stare miserably as the animals disappeared into the blizzard-shrouded forest. He knew that there was only one choice he had to take if he wanted to get the animals back. He took one last look at the vanishing animals, then ran for Sightless.

"Where are you goin'?" asked Gobber, incredulously.

"After them," Hiccup replied seriously.

"It's impossible! You'll never get 'em all rounded up in this storm!" cried Gobber.

"With Sightless I can," said Hiccup. "We have to try. If we don't, we'll starve to death!"

He mounted the Gore Magala, and he spread his wings and jumped into the air, immediately flying through the wind-torn sky after the escaped farm animals.

"Astrid," muttered Gobber, "would yeh talk some sense into – oh no, not you too!"

Indeed, when he turned around, the Hofferson girl, as well as Snaketail, was already sprinting toward Blackhawk. In less than a second, they were up and flying.

"Astrid! Snaketail!" yelled the blacksmith. "Yer not goin' with – oh no yeh don't!"

Everywhere Gobber turned, the monster riders were already mounting their monsters and kicking off the ground, following Hiccup and Astrid after the animals.

Gobber's bellow echoed across the peaks and into the riders' ears, prompting them all to smile. "GET BACK HERE, ALL O' YEH!"

Almost as quickly as his shouts faded into the distance, the atmosphere began to darken. The overcast sky and snow combined to create a dark purple-black lack of light that made it almost impossible to see. Astrid urged Blackhawk to spit a fireball, and the resulting projectile lit up the area around them – nothing but trees and snow.

"You guys grab as many as you can!" Hiccup called back to the others. "We'll herd them back to the Great Hall!"

"Can we sw-swing by my house?" asked Fishlegs, shivering. "I'd like to grab my heavy coat!"

"You'd better suck it up or a coat will be the least of your worries!" Snaketail told him, raising a fist menacingly.

"Hey, check this out!" shouted Tuff as he flew beside his sister. He smacked himself in the face with a loud slapping sound and added, "It's so cold I can't feel my face!"

Ruff smirked, reached out from Queen's back, and whacked him as well.

"Didn't feel it!" taunted Tuff.

"That takes all the fun out of it!" Ruff groused, scowling.

"Why don't you two keep your tiny minds on the job?" suggested Batwings, as he and Mocktalk flew in between them.

Finally, they made it to the edge of the alpine forest and flew over the same cliff that Hiccup and Astrid had tumbled over a few days ago. They found themselves flying over a vast snowfield, which was dotted with small black specks. It took a while for the Monster Riders to identify them as the rest of the lost animals.

"There they are!" shouted Arachne, already urging Venomwing downwards.

"Let's get 'em!" agreed Batwings. As Mocktalk dove, he jumped off the Qurupeco's back and immediately shapeshifted. Fully transformed, the Siren then swooped down upon the animals alongside his monster friend.

"Yaks to the left!" called Snaketail. She and Astrid then went after them.

"Chickens!" added Snotlout, blazing past them and almost clipping Blackhawk's wing. "Hey, give me some space! I'm flying here!" he scolded them.

So busy was he that he hadn't noticed that Batwings and Mocktalk were already after some turkeys, which had originally escaped from the barn. They flashed past Snotlout, herding the plump birds away from the relative safety of a grove trees they had been frantically running toward, and into the open.

"What are you doing?" the Jorgenson boy demanded, jerking Snotsnarl's horns so that he would stay on course.

"Helping, you idiot!" retorted Batwings. "Mocktalk, mucus shot!"

Obediently, the Qurupeco opened his beak and spewed three blobs of green gunk that splattered across the snow, frightening the turkeys into staying still. As the flock of chickens caught up to the bigger birds, Batwings shot downwards and coiled around the entire flock, trapping them into one tight area.

"Mocktalk, you help me keep the chickens and turkeys warm," Batwings ordered. "Snotlout, you and Snotsnarl should go after those goats over there!" He pointed with his wing over to the grove, where some goats were indeed taking shelter.

Hiccup overheard the Siren as he circled around on Sightless, and noted that it was quite odd hearing his voice coming from such monstrous jaws.

"Let's go, Sightless," he ordered, and yanked hard on the Gore Magala's saddle. They soared rapidly toward Fishlegs, who was flying on Heatray after some sheep.

"Sheep!" the Ingerman called. "Hey sheep, this way! Baa, baa! Hey, I think its working!"

But he spoke too soon – failing to see the overturned tree in his path until the sheep raced under it, he and Heatray wound up jammed underneath it as Hiccup flew onwards.

"We got them!" came Astrid's cry, and she and Blackhawk sped after the fleeing flock in a blur of black-and-purple scales. The Yian Garuga fired a volley of tail spines on her command, which fell around the sheep and created a makeshift pen for them.

"Yes!" Snaketail exclaimed triumphantly – only for her and Astrid to be thrown completely off balance when Snotsnarl plunged past them from out of nowhere and crashed into the ground, scattering the spines and letting the sheep free. The Tigrex leapt off the ground again and flew in a dazed circle off towards the goats.

"Snotlout, what the Hel are you _doing_?!" yelled Astrid furiously. "You're all over the place!"

"_You_ try herding goats with a monster that doesn't listen to you!" came his angry reply as he vanished into the blizzard.

Hiccup decided that he would go after the sheep, and urged Sightless to fly low over the flock. Each thrumming beat of the monster's cape-like wings spurred on the flock – but suddenly, a small group made a break for it, heading toward one of the mountains that rose up from the snowfield.

"Stray sheep!" he cried.

Arachne responded to his shout, and steered Venomwing over to help. The Gore Magala and Remobra rotated just enough so that their bellies skimmed each other in passing, then together they flew off toward the sheep.

However, they were too far away to help the woolly trio. They both saw the smallest one slip off the icy ledge it was clambering across and slide rapidly down the mountainside.

"No!" shrieked Arachne, her panic taking the place of action. She and Venomwing slowed down, unsure of what to do.

But Hiccup and Sightless sped up, diving down after the lamb. Just as it slid right off of a very high cliff with a terrified bleat, the Chief-to-be clicked his stirrup, changing the position of Sightless' splint and allowing them to put on a burst of speed.

The lamb was about to hit the ground when they arrived, and Sightless shot out his talons and made a fantastic catch inches away from solid earth. Hovering, he gently placed the little sheep on the ground, where it was hastily joined by the two larger sheep it was with.

"Good job, bud!" pronounced Hiccup, and they flew off while the sheep stared gratefully after them.

"Hiccup!" came the voice, and all of a sudden, Ruff and Tuff melted out of the driving snow in front of him. Their features were shrouded in shadow, and Hiccup suddenly realized how much worse the storm had gotten.

"I can't see a thing!" complained Ruffnut.

"And now we _know_ there's something out there!" added Tuffnut, pointing into the distance.

Despite his claim, Hiccup could see nothing but snow. "Can you two give us some light?" he requested.

The twins gave their order to Queen and King. The Lunastra and Teostra simultaneously launched blasts of flame from their jaws that traveled far across the snowfield, giving Hiccup light to see by. He could see Snotlout herding the goats, Astrid and Snaketail going after the yaks, Batwings curled around the poultry… and then he saw something else, something that was only revealed when the fire bursts exploded with light in the distance before vanishing.

It was a dark, winged shape that soared unopposed through the storm, almost as if it was guiding the wind and snow to blow _around_ it. The light from the fire briefly gleamed off of its metallic hide.

"Kushala Daora!" screamed Hiccup.

The legendary elder dragon emitted a hoarse screech and flew for him at top speed, hearing his voice and not liking it one bit. Like all elder dragons, the Daora was territorial and didn't like other monsters in its space when it flew. That was the reason it liked flying through storms, because there was usually no other monsters out and about.

"Watch out!" Hiccup yelled, and he and Sightless dodged the angry monster. The Daora wasn't one to give up, though, and carved a neat turn in the air for another go at them.

Then Arachne's cry somehow managed to ring out above the howling wind and roaring Daora, prompting Hiccup to momentarily take his focus away from his new adversary. Her urgent tone bore listening to.

"It was chasing some animals!" she screeched. "Look! Stray yaks, twelve o'clock!"

"We see them!" answered Tuff. "And they are _huge_!"

Without any prompting from Hiccup, who was forced to evade once more as the Kushala Daora flew past him with a shrill cry, the Thorston twins flew swiftly toward where the yaks stood. Queen and King extended their talons as they, surprisingly quickly, bore down on the animals, and successfully snagged them in their claws. Back they flew, with two hairy bundles dangling underneath them.

"We got the yaks!" crowed Ruff.

"Put us down!" the voice yelled at her in answer.

Surprised, the twins looked down and saw not yaks, but Vikings – Stoick was in King's grasp while Gobber was in Queen's. Obediently, the Lunastra and Teostra dropped them in unison, and the two men tumbled down into the snow below.

"Do I look like a yak ta you?!" Gobber yelled after them, standing on his feet and hand and shaking his hook at them. Beside him, a real yak snorted and walked carelessly away from him.

"Huh," the blacksmith mused. "I guess I do."

Hiccup tugged hard on Sightless' saddle, and they barrel-rolled away from a blast of shrieking wind and snow shot from the Daora's lungs. The blast impacted against the ground near Stoick and Gobber, throwing up a huge cloud of snow and freezing wind. When it settled, Hiccup landed and dismounted from Sightless, immediately heading toward the two adults.

"You shouldn't be out here, son!" Stoick yelled, shielding his face from the increasingly harsh wind.

"Haven't yeh noticed the big monster flyin' around this here blizzard?" added Gobber. His face and arms were red and inflamed with cold.

"Dad," Hiccup muttered shamefully, "I'm so sorry I let you down."

Shaking his head, his father replied, "It isn't your fault. Come on, we're taking you back."

"Wh-Which way?" stammered Arachne, slinking up beside Hiccup with her arms wrapped tightly around herself. The boy looked around upon her appearance, and saw that the rest of the Monster Riders were dismounting their monsters and gathering around.

"Follow our tracks," replied the Chief, pointing off into the distance.

In the short distance they could see, there was nothing but snow. No tracks in sight.

"So much fer _that_ idea!" Gobber said, skeptically.

Above, the Kushala Daora shrieked, its loudest call yet. As one, the group looked up nervously, as if anticipating the sight of it plunging down from above – but they needn't have worried, as the metallic elder dragon was just circling around in the sky, wrapped in swirling wind and frozen water.

"Sir?" asked Fishlegs, timidly. "What do we do now?"

Hiccup saw Stoick's gaze soften at the sight of the Monster Riders. They were all trembling and twitching uncontrollably, their bodies' response to the deathly cold chill that nature had unleashed upon them. Their features were barely distinguishable in the darkness, but it was clear that they were all suffering dearly.

Even Batwings was there, in his humanoid form, sniffling miserably and with his wings wrapped around his body.

_The appearance of the Daora must have frightened the chickens and turkeys away from him, _Hiccup realized.

"Everyone," said Stoick softly, holding out his arms. "Gather round."

Obligingly, everyone came together in a tight huddle, trying to keep warm. Batwings sneezed uncontrollably, spraying Snotlout with the boy's namesake bodily fluid. He didn't protest one bit, as he was too busy pretending that he didn't notice the cold. The twins kept close together, while Astrid wrapped her arms around Hiccup. He unconsciously put an arm around hers… but he knew it was futile.

Sooner or later, they would all freeze to death.

Hiccup's eyes began to close involuntarily. Frost formed in his hair as he slowly became the first to succumb to the biting, frigid cold that seemed to soak into his bones and hold them in a grip of iron. His vision faded, and his eyelids sealed…

… But suddenly, they opened again, wide with astonishment. He saw what looked like an orange blob emerge from behind the twins and Snaketail – but it couldn't be! It was Snotsnarl, advancing on them until his body blocked the cold from reaching them. He spread out his wings protectively even as Sightless, Venomwing, Heatray, and all the other monsters gathered around the huddle of Vikings.

Simultaneously, they spread their wings and formed a unified circle, keeping the wind out and their riders' body heat in. Hiccup looked around in awe, and several pairs of kind, almost nurturing gazes stared back at him.

His heart, initially as cold as the rest of him, warmed significantly as it filled with hope.

"What are they doing?" an amazed Stoick wondered.

"They're protecting us," Hiccup replied, his voice gaining in strength.

"It's their natural instinct," Astrid added. The Haddock boy felt her shivers slowly begin to fade.

A sizzling sound suddenly came from Blackhawk's beak, and the inside of her mouth suddenly glowed bright orange. A single fireball shot out from her beak and exploded against the snow, immediately flaring up and causing a small flame to flicker in the center of the huddle. Heatray hissed loudly and fired a quick blast of lava, the "heat ray" for which he had been named.

Hesitantly, Batwings added his own fire to the rapidly-growing blaze. He was being so careful for a reason – Siren flames weren't very hot in comparison to those of other dragons, but they were almost invincible and incredibly hard to douse. Batwings obviously had no intention of accidentally setting one of his friends on fire, especially if his work couldn't be undone.

All around Hiccup, his friends were relaxing as the heat from the fire traveled upwards, dispelling the cold and enveloping them with its warmth. A gap in the circle of monsters, where wind was still rushing through, was suddenly closed by the Kushala Daora. It had seen the glow of the fire, and was willing to do its part to protect the humans if it meant sharing in its heat.

_It's incredible,_ thought Hiccup. _Even this fearsome, wild elder dragon is willing to drop everything and come to our aid. Monsters truly are something special, a treasure of nature._

Soon, though, Sightless looked over his shoulder distractedly. Feeling the burst of wind that came through when the Gore Magala moved, Hiccup looked over as well. Briefly, he wondered what the monster was staring at – and then he spotted the family of sheep from earlier, who were huddled together not far away from the monsters.

With a snort, Sightless bounded off through the snow toward the sheep. The adults ran off instantly, bleating with fright, but the lamb froze with fear and stayed put. It ducked its head, expecting to be attacked…

… And then Sightless gently curled his tail around it, pushing it forward. When the lamb raised its head again, it immediately saw the glow of the fire and the monsters' wings keeping out the wind. Sightless gestured with his head for the lamb to go on, letting out a comforting purr to soothe the lamb's fear.

It seemed to consider, and eventually started to move forward.

Sightless leapt back toward Hiccup and the others and moved into his original position, raising his wing slightly to allow the lamb a clear pathway into the huddle. It entered with a remarkable expression of wonder on its face, then settled down next to Hiccup with a happy bleat.

And, as if encouraged by the lamb's success, the other two sheep walked toward the monsters and Vikings, joining them by the warmth of the fire.

Then, emboldened as well, the rest of the animals began to appear. Amidst the obscuring snow, they melted out of the darkness, drawn by the heat and light. The fact that there were monsters nearby didn't startle or scare them. Yaks, sheep, chickens, turkeys, goats, and more pushed their way through the monsters' outstretched wings and settled down amongst their Viking owners. Obligingly, the monsters stepped back a few paces, stretching their wings as far as they would go so that the circle could widen.

Together, the animals, monsters, and humans shared the comforts of the fire. There was no fear this time.

Hiccup thought he could speak for everyone that they were stunned speechless at the animals' appearance, and their sudden lack of fear toward the monsters that had once terrorized them with their mere existence.

"Yer monsters are really somethin', Hiccup," remarked Gobber.

"Yeah, I know," the boy replied softly, slumping down against Sightless' leg. Astrid joined him, leaning her head on his shoulder comfortably. Feeling more relaxed than he ever had these past few days, Hiccup allowed his arm to reach out and wrap around her shoulder.

The Vikings were deeply tired, but the howling wind blending together with the noises from the animals and the cold that inevitably found its way around the monsters stopped them from getting any sleep. Arachne was complaining bitterly and Snotlout was yawning almost obnoxiously loudly. They almost desperately needed rest from the day's events

That was when a soothing melody curled into the air, rising ever louder until it was audible against the noise of the storm in the background. It was Batwings singing, using his most unique and legendary of all of his Siren abilities for the benefit of all – the fabled Song of the Siren, able to send anything into a hibernation-like sleep.

It didn't take long for all of them – the monsters, Vikings, and animals – to fall fast asleep, warm and cozy in the company of each other.

Even while asleep, the monsters managed to protect those that could not protect themselves.

* * *

><p><strong>Great Hall<strong>

The storm had blown itself out by morning, and the Kushala Daora had vanished alongside it. In fact, the only sign of the elder dragon Hiccup had seen was a silvery scale that it had left behind, which he tucked into his pocket.

Now, the Monster Riders and the animals were all on their way back to the village, after digging themselves out of the snowdrift that the storm had left on top of them. It was surprisingly warm this morning, even more so after the deathly cold that the storm had brought with it, as the sun was shining and the skies crystal clear, with nary a cloud to mar the endless yonder.

The animals rode on the monsters' backs and in their talons, completely and utterly unafraid. They didn't even seem to be nervous that they were dozens of feet above the ground. Hiccup could infer that this was because, like the Vikings, they now trusted the monsters completely.

They finally landed outside the Great Hall. Stoick jumped off of Heatray's back and pushed the doors to the Great Hall wide open. The interior was illuminated by fresh morning sunlight, but soon shadowed again by the monsters that pushed their way through at the heels of their riders. The cheers of the Vikings, which had been loud and joyous, soon fell to a low murmur.

"Oh dear," Mulch muttered. "Here come the monsters…"

But when Snotsnarl stomped through into the hall with a roar, an entire flock of sheep jumped off of his back and onto the ground. They bleated contentedly, as if happy to see their Viking masters again. Chickens and turkeys flapped clumsily onto the floor, off of the backs of Mocktalk and Blackhawk. Queen and King gently placed yaks down onto their feet.

"Well, would you look at that!" exclaimed Spitelout.

"Everyone!" shouted Hiccup all of a sudden. He had suddenly felt something heavy press down against his hand, the same hand that carried a particularly plump chicken. Raising the pure white, ovular object into the air, the Chief-to-be announced, "The chickens are laying eggs again!"

There was a fresh round of cheers from the assembled Vikings. They were saved!

"I was right, chickens _do_ lay eggs!" said Bucket.

Gobber shut the doors to the Great Hall, allowing the people, monsters, and animals to mingle peacefully with one another once again. The sight brought a smile back to Hiccup's face.

But Snaketail was suddenly at his side, with an expression completely opposite to his. "Twinhorn is still out there," she worried. "What are we going to do about her? She's lost, alone, and still rampaging mindlessly."

"We'll figure something out," assured Hiccup. "Don't we always?"

The Grundenson bit her lip uncertainly, but nodded. Hiccup was right – it wasn't time to worry right now, it was time to rejoice.

And just outside the Great Hall, as the Berk Monster Riders finally found reason to relax and be merry with their adult Viking compatriots, the monsters and dragons of Berk began to return to their snow-covered home.

* * *

><p><em>We made peace with the monsters when we saw that we could trust them. As it turns out, they actually have instincts to protect us. All of us.<em>

_Life on Berk just got a little warmer._

* * *

><p><strong>Finally, the end of the third episode! I had a bit of motivation issues while writing it, but it was worth it.<strong>

**In the next chapter, I'll finally get to see just how dedicated I am to finishing this story. For the first time since the original "Legends are Born", I'm going to have to watch an episode and record it in writing – which contributed to the eventual discontinuation of that particular fanfic.**

**But don't worry. I have a feeling that this story is unique enough for me to continue until the end.**

**Up next: Terrible Twos**
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_**Chapter 6**_

_**Terrible Twos Part 1**_

* * *

><p><strong>NOTE: I recently downloaded the "Dragons: Rise of Berk" app for my iPhone, and the game frequently refers to the Great Hall as the "Meade Hall". I'll start using that name from now on, now that it's technically a canon term.<strong>

* * *

><p><em>When you're riding a monster, communication is key. You almost have to read each other's minds. Or else.<em>

_And you have to have an open mind, because sometimes, your monster knows better than you._

* * *

><p><strong>Berk Woods<strong>

Through the peaceful morning air, the screeches and roars of several monsters pealed and cut through the otherwise tranquil atmosphere. If there was anyone below, walking through the forest, they would have heard the rushes of wind over scaly wings as those monsters shot by overhead.

And then they would have heard the loud crashes of something chasing them through the forest.

"Follow me!" called Hiccup, back to the other Monster Riders as they followed him above the forest. "Low-level evasive maneuvers!"

Upon that order, the teens urged their monsters down below the forest's canopy, where the trees were spaced out enough for them to fly around them with relative ease. Behind them, they could hear the crashing become louder as their pursuer gained ground on them.

Hiccup and Sightless abruptly sped up, weaving around the trees with grace and finesse. It was as if the duo was born flying as they easily passed around the obstacles in their path. Sightless never even grazed his wingtips on any branches, so skillfully did he and Hiccup work together.

The others, however, were having a bit more trouble than they were.

"Hey, what're you doing?!" screamed Snotlout as Snotsnarl flew erratically, on a seemingly random path, around the trees in a particularly crowded grove that they had flown into.

"WAAAAUGH!" yelled the Jorgenson boy, covering his face in his hands as a tree suddenly loomed into their path.

They flew directly into a tree, and a thick branch whacked Snotlout across the face as they shot past it. It took two more incidents like that, in quick succession, for Snotsnarl to notice and fly into a clearer portion of the forest.

"Are you trying to _kill me_?!" demanded Snotlout, furious.

Snotsnarl gave his rider an indignant growl, tossing his head.

The Jorgenson growled back and tightened his grip on the Tigrex's horns. "We've gotta go back! I think you missed a branch," he retorted sarcastically.

Having enough of his rider's criticism, Snotsnarl dove back into the forest just as the land below tilted downwards. He led Snotlout right into an even thicker grove of trees, where the boy yelled in anger and pain as branches continuously slashed at his face.

But the real threat wasn't a branch – it came from an unexpected direction. Snotlout could barely see through the thick undergrowth that reached out to smack him over and over again, so the huge black thing that roared out from the forest was a total surprise. Startled, Snotsnarl instinctively flew upwards, avoiding the ebony beast by mere inches.

Finally, Snotsnarl flew out of the grove – with pine needles scratching at Snotlout's face all the while – and back into the sky above the woods. Snotlout slumped moodily in his saddle, branches sticking out from under his helmet and out of his nose. In the grove below, the beast could be heard roaring in fury.

"You got it," he grumbled.

As he and Snotsnarl rapidly fell behind the rest of the group, Astrid and Snaketail caught up to Hiccup. The two girls were both riding Blackhawk, who proverbially fell into step beside Sightless as they flew through the increasingly thick forest. The two monsters briefly split up as a tree came into their path, and joined up again when the obstacle had passed.

Hiccup suddenly heard a scream from Astrid, and whipped around to look over his shoulder. Blackhawk was flying straight for a fallen tree, and the Yian Garuga seemed to be resisting her efforts to steer.

"Blackhawk, up!" cried Snaketail.

But the Garuga just squawked and lashed her entire body, flying sharply downwards while the two girls on her back were flung up into the air. They fell with shrill screams, but Blackhawk dove under the tree and caught them magnificently on her back.

"You were right, Blackhawk," gasped Snaketail. "It was down, not up."

"Whew…" sighed Astrid. "We almost died."

"Almost died?!" demanded Snotlout, as he and Snotsnarl flew down beside them. "I _could have_ died! Ick…" he added, pulling out one of the twigs from his nostril.

"That's a good look for you," Astrid snickered. Not getting her sarcasm, Snotlout quickly stuck the twig back up his nose and smiled winningly at her.

Nearby, Arachne and Venomwing caught up with Hiccup. The Philston girl yelled across, "Have you seen Fishlegs?"

"No, I haven't," Hiccup shouted back. Raising his voice, he threw the question out to the group – "Has anyone seen Fishlegs?"

"I saw him yesterday," Ruffnut chimed in. "Does that count?"

Hiccup found himself at a loss for words as the Thorston girl steered Queen closer to him, giving him a flirtatious look. Thankfully, Batwings called from up ahead, and Hiccup immediately flew toward the sound of his voice.

The Siren was riding Mocktalk the Qurupeco as usual, but in an odd way – the bird wyvern was fluttering around, lunging forward at something on the ground before swiftly flying back upwards. Hiccup, all of a sudden, saw the reason why the monster and his rider flew in such a taunting manner.

Twinhorn was there, rough black scales gleaming in the sunlight and jumping again and again at Mocktalk and Batwings, roaring with rage. The Black Diablos seemed unaware of the fact that she could fly, and kept jumping up and down like a panicked chicken.

"I could use some help over here!" Batwings snapped as he saw the Gore Magala fly into the clearing. "This manic wyvern almost gored Mocktalk five seconds ago!"

"Yeah, help Mocktalk!" squawked the Qurupeco.

"I'm on it, I'm on it!" grumbled Hiccup. "Let's go, Sightless!" Clicking his saddle's stirrup, which adjusted the splint that held Sightless' wing in place, Hiccup steered his monster directly over Twinhorn's head, catching her attention. With an enraged bellow, the Black Diablos followed them mindlessly.

Hiccup could see a high cliff wall coming into view, even as Twinhorn gained on him, smashing through shrubs and trees in her anger. When he was a second away from slamming into the cliff, he clicked the stirrup again, and Sightless shot upwards as if launched from a catapult.

Underneath them, Twinhorn couldn't stop in time, and smashed into the cliff wall. She moaned lowly, then slipped into unconsciousness.

The rest of the Monster Riders showed up one-by-one, their lighting down on the grass a safe distance from Twinhorn's unmoving form. "That couldn't have gone any better," remarked Arachne.

"Poor Twinhorn," Snaketail murmured, hopping down off of Blackhawk's back and reaching out her arm, as if trying to pet her Diablos.

But Astrid swatted her arm, restraining the Grundenson girl from touching the sleeping wyvern. Twinhorn was too dangerous to even think of approaching, even while asleep.

"I just wish I knew what was wrong with her," she sighed, slinking away and coming to a stop beside Hiccup.

"I know what's wrong," Tuffnut spoke up bluntly.

Everyone looked at him expectantly.

"Duh. She's been going out of control and her scales have turned black," the Thorston boy finished, as if it was the most obvious thing in the world.

"Thanks a lot, Captain Obvious," sneered Snotlout. The arrogant boy still had twigs sticking out of his nose, and was giving Astrid flirtatious looks.

"Alright, guys," Hiccup said, getting everyone's attention. "You all head back to the village. Batwings and I are going to look for Fishlegs, and hopefully find him before Twinhorn comes to."

Within moments, the Monster Riders had mounted their monsters and were flying off in the direction of the village.

In the silence that followed, Hiccup suddenly heard a voice. It cried faintly, "Over here! Help me!"

"Fishlegs?" questioned Batwings, turning to look behind him.

In a tree just over on the other side of the clearing, the distressed Ingerman could be seen atop Heatray. The two of them were clearly stuck in the tree's branches, which seemed to be strong enough to support even the heavy Gravios' weight.

"Whoa, there you are, Fishlegs!" exclaimed Hiccup, running over to help. Sightless bounded after him. "Are you okay up there?"

"I'm fine!" Fishlegs called back. "Just… hanging out. Not like I crashed or anything. Okay, I crashed. I said it…"

Shaking his head, Hiccup reached up toward Fishlegs' dangling boots, grabbed hold, and pulled with all his might. But the larger boy was really stuck, and Hiccup went flying backwards onto the ground after a few seconds of pulling – along with Fishlegs' pants.

"Oops," he said lamely.

"Aaaaaaand there goes my dignity…" muttered Fishlegs.

"_Your_ dignity?" Hiccup shot back, wincing. He knew that the image of Fishlegs' rear end would take a while to burn itself out of his head.

Batwings, snickering at the sight of Fishlegs dangling from the tree in his underwear, tightly grabbed each of his legs with his clawed hands. He pulled twice as hard as Hiccup did, pushing against the tree's trunk with his talons and beating his wings frantically. But he gave up shortly afterward, when Fishlegs had only managed to budge an inch.

"Yep, he's really stuck good there," the Siren noted. "I think I have a way to get you down, but you'll have to stay perfectly still."

"Why?" asked Fishlegs, mild suspicion entering his voice. "What are you going to do?"

"Careful, Mocktalk," Batwings advised his monster, ignoring Fishlegs. "He's not wearing any pants."

Hiccup had a feeling that he knew what Batwings was going to do, and he could see that Fishlegs was starting to. The Ingerman boy stammered, "W-Wait a second! What does my lack of pants have to do with –"

Abruptly, Batwings slashed his hand down, signaling Mocktalk. The bird wyvern immediately launched a blob of mucus with a loud coughing sound, while simultaneously raising his wings and slamming his flintstones together. The sparks thrown up by the claw-like flints ignited the mucus ball, which slammed into Heatray's neck and threw Fishlegs off of his back. Sightless sprung into action, leaping underneath the tree and neatly catching the boy's shirt with his jaws.

"Thank you," squeaked Fishlegs. Hiccup handed him his pants, which he gratefully slipped over his legs where they belonged.

"Now," Hiccup began, "what're we going to do about Heat –"

The tree suddenly collapsed under the flying wyvern's weight, and he plummeted down to the ground with an earthshaking *thud*.

"…ray," finished Hiccup with a sigh.

"Can you do me a favor and not tell the others that Heatray broke the trees?" asked Fishlegs hopefully. "He's sensitive about his weight."

The Gravios let out a downcast, grumbling growl in agreement.

"How did this even happen?" asked Batwings, arching an eyebrow at the pile of splinters that used to be a sturdy pine.

"I don't know," answered Fishlegs. "I was just flying along, taking notes on the flora and the fauna… typical guy stuff… when something jumped out of the bushes. It was like, I don't know… an electrified squirrel."

"Really?" said Hiccup. "An electrified squirrel."

"Or chipmunk," the other boy amended. "Or some other high-voltage rodent."

All he got in response were several pairs of skeptical looks, including one from Heatray.

"I don't know, it scared us!" Fishlegs suddenly burst out, flustered. "Isn't that enough for you guys?" Discouraged and a little insulted, he climbed up onto Heatray's back and lurched up into the air, heading toward the village.

As soon as they were out of earshot, Batwings barked out a laugh. "Did you hear that?" he cackled. "An electrified squirrel. Everyone knows there's no such thing as an – ELECTRIFIED SQUIRREL!"

Suddenly, a sizzling projectile of reddish-black lightning zipped out of the trees and blasted through the grove of trees on the other side, just missing the sleeping Twinhorn's horns. Sightless immediately whacked Hiccup aside with his tail before the lightning bolt could hit him. Mocktalk dove into the bushes, frightened, while Batwings scuttled up a tree in surprise.

"Whoa," muttered Hiccup, rubbing the aching bruise where Sightless had hit him. "You saw that, right?"

"I definitely didn't imagine it," replied Batwings, hopping back down from his branch.

They followed the path the projectile had taken a short ways into the forest, before coming across a recently-fallen log that had probably been the cause of the bolt striking it. In a small cave formed by a pair of boulders just beyond that log, a small chirping sound could be heard. Hiccup caught sight of a small beak-like mouth and talons before the creature ducked back inside the cave.

Followed closely by Batwings while the monsters kept their distance, Hiccup crept up to the boulder and gingerly lowered himself until he was staring into the crevasse. A pair of beady red eyes stared up at him, and the creature poked its head out curiously to sniff him.

"Hey, little guy," he said with a friendly tone. "Who're you? I've never seen anything like –"

Without warning, the small wyvern snapped its beak ferociously at Hiccup's hand, almost taking a finger off.

Sightless approached it and sniffed around the cave, then recoiled and roared angrily. He didn't seem to like the little monster from the way he bared his teeth and thumped his tail on the ground.

"You're not helping," scolded Hiccup.

The wyvern flapped its wings once, hopping out into the open. The sunlight streaming down through the trees revealed it to have white scales covering its back and wings, while olive-green scales covered the rest of its body. A needle-like crest extended from the top of its head, and pure white fur flared out in a ruff around its neck. Even more strangely, the bird-like monster had two four-foot long ribbons trailing from its wings, each ending in a claw.

"It looks a lot like a Berukyurosu," noted Batwings, bending down to examine the flying wyvern.

"But look at how much different he is," said Hiccup thoughtfully. "You know, I think we might have discovered a new species."

Sightless was there all of a sudden, using his armored head to push his rider away from the wyvern. Hiccup struggled to push the Gore Magala away, who snarled at him in response. "What is wrong with you?" he scolded again, then pointed to the wyvern. "He needs our help. I think he's hurt."

Indeed, the wyvern seemed to walk with a limp. Hiccup supposed that his injury had been caused by the impact with the log earlier.

"It's alright," he soothed, bending down on one knee and holding out a tuft of dragon nip. "I'm a friend. Don't worry, it's just a little dragon nip."

The wyvern poked his beak into the intoxicating-smelling grass and sneezed. Like most monsters, he seemed to be more resistant to the sedative effects of the dragon nip than dragons were, but he still calmed down. But when Sightless growled at him, he shrieked and flew up into Hiccup's arms.

"AUGH!" yelled Hiccup, wincing. "Little monster, big claws."

"Come on," Batwings said to the wyvern, patting its crest. "We'll get your injury fixed up."

The not-Berukyurosu tilted his head curiously at him and chirped, snuggling closer to Hiccup's chest.

* * *

><p><strong>Berk Monster Academy<strong>

"This is so exciting!" squealed Fishlegs, hopping up and down ecstatically. "It's a whole new species, I'm sure of it!"

Tuffnut squinted down at the wyvern and grunted, "It doesn't look like an electrified squirrel to _me_."

"We have no idea what it's capable of!" exclaimed Arachne, bending down to tickle the not-Berukyurosu under the chin. He flapped his wings and lashed his tail happily at her touch.

"There's no telling what it might do," breathed Fishlegs, in a voice hushed with awe. Every move the not-Berukyurosu made seemed to hold him in something _beyond_ fascination.

Snaketail knelt down to the wyvern's level and ordered, "Electrify! Do it!"

The not-Berukyurosu's response was to pounce on her and sink its beak into her nose. Flailing her arms in panic, the girl screamed, "Get it off, get it off!"

Ruffnut's snicker caught the wyvern's attention, and it leapt off of Snaketail and onto her face instead. She let out a panicked yell and backed away, stumbling over a basket full of fish and falling into it backside-first.

"Oh, I am hurt!" she moaned. "I am very much hurt!"

"Hey, that _is _funny," laughed Snotlout.

"Come on, guys, this is serious," Hiccup said wearily. He held out his arms, and the wyvern jumped off Ruff's head and landed in his embrace. "We have to figure out what to do with him. He's hurt!"

"Oh, _he's_ hurt?" demanded Snaketail, patting her bleeding nose and wincing.

"He's just scared," explained Batwings, hanging upside down by his talons from the chain-linked net that functioned as the academy's ceiling. "I'm sure he'll settle down."

"Um, need I remind you, new species?" cautioned Fishlegs. "We don't actually know what he'll do?"

"Subspecies, most likely," corrected Hiccup. "He does look a lot like a flying wyvern we already know of."

Confused, Tuff replied, "No he doesn't. He doesn't look anything like Batwings. Or Blackhawk. Or Heatray."

"Two of those aren't even flying wyverns, butt-elf," rasped Ruff, shoving her brother into the basket of fish. "They're brute wyverns."

"No, we're not!" growled Batwings.

"Getting back on track here," Astrid interrupted, speaking for the first time since Hiccup had shown them the not-Berukyurosu. "Someone still has to take him home."

Immediately, everyone backed away from Hiccup.

Far from upset over this, Hiccup adjusted his grip on the wyvern and grinned down at him. "Well, here's your 'somebody'."

The not-Berukyurosu tilted his head again at him, and this time, gave him a wyvern-esque smile of his own.

There was still some time left in the day, so Hiccup and the rest unanimously agreed to use the opportunity to officially write the not-Berukyurosu into the Book of Monsters. Snotlout and Snaketail set up a table in the middle of the academy, which Hiccup gently placed his new pet wyvern onto.

"Alright, Sparks," he said affectionately. "It's time to figure out just what you are."

"Sparks?" asked Astrid with a small smile.

"Well, the name just came to me," Hiccup explained, shrugging.

"Ooh, this is so exciting!" Fishlegs squealed again, unable to contain himself any longer. "Documenting a new species! Learning all about it!" Beside himself with ecstasy, he ran off to get the Book of Monsters.

"Learning?" repeated Tuff with disgust.

"No thanks," added Ruff.

Fishlegs came back with the Book of Monsters, his nose buried in it. He looked up enthusiastically and blurted, "There's nothing in the book that looks anything like it! Except the Berukyurosu, of course. But that's beside the point! This one is clearly a monster all its own."

"We even get to determine what it's called," breathed Arachne, a slow grin spreading across her face. "That is a _really _big responsibility! I might not be ready for that!"

"I am!" bragged Snotlout, pushing the younger girl aside. "I'm gonna name the snot out of it!"

On Astrid's request for a measuring tape, Arachne instantly hopped to it and retrieved it for her. Astrid patted her head, making her smile grandly, and measured out Sparks' wingspan. She reported, "Five feet for the wings, and four for the ribbons."

"Compared to the body, that's a pretty big wingspan," remarked Batwings as Hiccup wrote it down.

Snotlout was instantly there, eagerly rattling off names. "Bigwing! Bigspan! Wingribbon!"

Fishlegs approached next, holding out a piece of parchment. He almost reverently held it out and said, "May I have the honor of administering the claw test?"

Obligingly, Sparks shredded the paper with his talons and ribbons.

"Look at those talons," commented Snaketail, pointing at them. "They're razor-like!"

"Sharpclaw!" shouted Snotlout, baring his fingers like claws. "Razorfeet! Razor-sharp-claw-talon-feet!"

"Is he serious?" whispered Tuff to his sister.

Writing down a few more notes, Hiccup started when Fishlegs suddenly wrapped a thick arm around his shoulders and murmured excitedly, "You know what's next, don't you?"

"No, actually," Hiccup replied.

"Only the single most important test to determine a monster's reaction to eels," the Ingerman boy explained, pausing to let Hiccup answer.

It wasn't the Chief-to-be that answered. "The eel reaction test?" sniped Batwings with a sardonic grin.

"Exactly!" said Fishlegs, delighted.

Arachne, just as excited, practically pounced on the basket that they had brought out with the table. She reached inside and pulled out a dead eel, hands slipping slightly on its slimy scales. Immediately, Sightless and Mocktalk – who had decided to stay after flying their riders to the Berk Monster Academy – reeled with disgust and ran to the other side of the arena. Batwings looked like he was going to vomit.

But Sparks cautiously nudged the eel with his beak, before deciding that it wasn't anything to be scared of and wolfing it down like the world's most delicious treat.

"He ate it! He ate the eel!" gasped Snaketail.

"Eel-eater!" pronounced Snotlout. "Come on, that's perfect."

"Fishlegs," Hiccup began, "has there ever been a monster – or dragon – that wasn't afraid of eels?"

"Never in recorded history," replied Fishlegs, surprisingly serious. "Well, except for a few sea-going monsters. But nevertheless, we're in uncharted waters here, my friend."

"You hear that, Sparks?" chirped Arachne. "You're one of a kind!"

Sparks chirped back and blew his eel breath into her face.

"Let's see if we can get it to fly," Astrid said, as Hiccup picked up the flying wyvern.

"Maybe he would if he saw Sightless fly," offered Fishlegs.

"Good idea," the Haddock boy replied, then turned to the Gore Magala. "Sightless, you want to go for a ride?"

Sightless just snorted and shivered his wings.

"Sightless!" urged Hiccup. But his efforts were for naught – the Gore Magala wasn't budging.

"So much for the 'monster trainer'," snickered Snotlout.

"Don't worry about it," assured Batwings. "Mocktalk and I have got this. Watch and learn, Sparks."

The Siren hopped onto Mocktalk's saddle, and they immediately launched into the air, flying right out the exit and swooping and diving in circles above the wire ceiling. Sparks watched intently as the Qurupeco completed one last lap and flew back into the academy, landing lightly on his talons. Feeling proud of himself, Mocktalk puffed up his throat sac and waved his heart-shaped tail, doing a little victory dance on the spot.

"Alright, your turn," Batwings said cheerfully. "But don't think you have to live up to that."

"Mocktalk, Mocktalk, oi oi oi!" agreed the colorful bird wyvern.

"Arggggghh, _again_ with that?!" demanded Snotlout, letting out a strangled growl of frustration.

Making up his mind to give it a try, Sparks hopped to the edge of the table and glided down to the floor, flapping his wings for balance. He then began to gleefully walk around in a circle on the ground, seemingly content with remaining grounded.

"What's he doing?" asked Ruff.

"Maybe something's wrong with him," suggested Astrid.

"Aw man, we broke him," grumbled Tuff.

"But he must be able to fly!" objected Fishlegs. "The Berukyurosu is the best flyer of all flying wyverns! This one has to be at least as good –"

A flash of dark light caused him and Arachne to wince and shield their faces. Somehow, Sparks had managed to ignite himself with reddish-black electricity, which sizzled and fizzed around him as he ran around in a tight circle on the ground. Building enough momentum, the not-Berukyurosu took off, flying in ever-increasing cycles around the academy. The Monster Riders oohed and aahed as the wyvern shot through the arena like a black lightning bolt. Finally, Sparks came back to rest in the middle of them, doing a fancy, expert twirl in the air just before he landed, dispelling the black lightning as he did so.

"You are one incredible little monster," said Hiccup admiringly, allowing Sparks to fly back into his arms.

"Look at that burn mark!" commented Ruffnut, pointing to a charred black spiral that Sparks' lightning had burnt onto the ground.

"Yeah?" challenged Tuff. "Look at this burn mark." He shoved his smoking hand – which had probably been caught in the red-black electricity as Sparks flew – into his sister's face with a grin.

"Did you see how he flew?" enthused Arachne. "He soared like… like a Rathalos and came back like a Typhoomerang!"

"But with a Berukyurosu's flight patterns," noted Batwings.

"And that lightning was like the draconic energy that some elder dragons I've read about are able to create!" exclaimed Astrid. She was right – a select few monsters were able to control a rare element known only as the Dragon element. It appeared that Sparks was one more of those rare few.

"Blazing spinner!" crowed Snotlout, still trying to name the wyvern. "Buzzing come-backer!"

"No," mused Fishlegs. "The _Doragyurosu_."

Confused, Snotlout asked, "Doragyurosu? I don't get it."

* * *

><p><strong>Hiccup's House<strong>

The sun had set, and Hiccup had taken Sparks, the newly-christened Doragyurosu, back to his house. He was sure that the little wyvern would really enjoy it in the snug little dwelling – it was warm, safe, and just the right size for two Vikings, a Siren, a Gore Magala, and an eagle-sized wyvern. It would be perfect.

Unfortunately, the second of the two Vikings that lived there thought otherwise.

"He can't stay," objected Stoick loudly. "I've got a one-monster limit!"

"You let Batwings stay," Hiccup pointed out.

From the rafters above him, the Siren let out a soft snore as he turned over in his sleep.

"That's because he's not the 'unholy offspring of contagion and plague himself'," Stoick countered, referencing what Sightless' species was frequently called.

"Oh, come on, you're going to love him!" assured Hiccup. "Look, look! He can do an impression of you!"

He tugged on Sparks' tail, and the Doragyurosu let out an amusingly Viking-like yell that sounded like Stoick when Sightless had once shot him in the rear by accident.

Stoick raised an eyebrow, not amused in the least.

"Don't think of him as a monster," the junior Haddock tried again. "Think of him as… say, an electrified squirrel."

"I don't want one of those, either," grunted Stoick, heaving a load of firewood into the fire pit. He looked at Sightless and added, "Well? What are you waiting for? Do your thing."

The Gore Magala reared up, wisps of dark fog curling from the sides of his mouth. But before he could spit out a burst of black fire, Sparks shot a thin, sizzling beam of red-black electricity that struck the wood, igniting it. Sightless jumped back, startled, as the blast shot too close to his nose for comfort.

Only now did Stoick laugh, saying, "Well! Looks like you got torched!"

Sightless looked away with a growl.

"Oh, that's his name, by the way," Stoick added, patting Sparks on the head. "'Torch'."

"Yeah, about that," replied Hiccup, rubbing his head sheepishly. "He already has a name. I named him Sparks. Just seemed to fit him."

"Eh, I still like my idea more," said Stoick dismissively.

Hiccup looked hopefully at his father's face, crinkled with amusement. "Soooo… he can stay?"

"Can't throw him out now," the Chief chuckled. "He just lit the fireplace."

While Stoick got comfortable by the fire, Hiccup gathered Sparks in his arms and walked upstairs with Sightless following close behind. The Gore Magala didn't carry himself with his usual enthusiasm – instead, he more or less dragged himself up the stairs while glowering at Sparks.

Hiccup was only in his room for a second before he went downstairs to get some fish. When he got back, Sparks was curiously flying around the room in slow loops, examining everything thoroughly. To Hiccup, this was a good sign, as monsters usually investigated a territory that they thought would be nice to settle down in.

He's getting used to his new home, he realized with a smile.

"All right," the Haddock boy grunted, heaving a basket of fish onto the ground before Sightless. "Fifty for Sightless… and five for Sparks," he added, taking five salmon from the top of Sightless' pile and putting them on a plate for Sparks.

Hiccup smiled at the two monsters and remarked, "There you go, boys – your first supper together."

A hungry gurgle of anticipation escaped Sightless' jaws – but when he glanced down at his fish, they was gone. With a growl, he swung his head toward the Doragyurosu, who let out a burp.

"Whoa, Sightless," remarked Hiccup, taking the now-empty basket. "You sure are hungry tonight."

Sparks chirped in agreement and fluttered after the Chief-to-be, joining him at his writing desk. Grunting, Sightless irately stalked off to the slab of rock on the other side of the room, his usual sleeping spot.

In order to keep the Doragyurosu amused while he worked in the Book of Monsters, Hiccup gave him his helmet. Sparks loved it, and clumsily nudged his head underneath it and paraded around the room.

"Okay, Sparks, hold still," laughed Hiccup, reaching for a piece of charcoal and opening the Book of Monsters to an empty page. "I'm trying to draw you. You're going to get your own chapter!"

The little flying wyvern looked up at the boy, the ill-fitting helmet slipping over one of his eyes. Hiccup's smile widened, thinking that he must have looked that way when he was that small, trying on his dad's helmet for the first time.

"_You're going to be a great Viking one day,_" he remembered Stoick telling him. "_You're going to be Chief!_"

_And what a disappointment I must have turned out to be,_ Hiccup thought sadly.

Noticing Hiccup's cheerful expression fading, Sparks chirped and flapped his wings, trying to bring the smile back. The undoubtedly cute sight worked like a charm, and Hiccup found himself grinning again.

"Rawr!" he growled playfully. The wyvern chirped back, imitating him.

They played for another few minutes, before Hiccup closed the book and decided that it was time to turn in for the night. He placed Sparks at the foot of his bed and told him, "Okay, Sparks, this is where you're going to sleep!"

Sparks had other ideas, and flapped up onto Sightless' slab and made himself comfortable next to the sleeping Gore Magala.

Who turned out not to be asleep at all, and seized Sparks' tail in his jaws before flinging the smaller wyvern away. But that didn't discourage Sparks one bit, who hopped right back onto the flat rock.

"Oh, look at that," Hiccup gushed. "He's made himself at home! Sightless, you don't mind sharing for the night, do you?"

Indeed minding that very much, Sightless leapt off of the bed and into the rafters, stretching out on the largest beam and laying down on top of it. Meanwhile, Sparks settled down onto the slab and curled his tail over his legs, sound asleep in moments.

"I hope he sleeps well," worried Hiccup. He made his way over to his bed, threw his vest down on the floor, and continued, "I mean, he hardly ate."

At that, Sightless let out a screaming roar of protest.

"And you, just go to sleep," muttered Hiccup, blowing out the candle on his side table and enveloping the room in darkness.

Grumpier than ever, Sightless rested his head on his paws and folded his cape-like wings over top of himself. However, he hadn't been resting for long when his keen ears suddenly heard something off in the far distance. He growled, not liking the sound of whatever it was.

Inhaling through his nostrils, Sightless could smell Hiccup and Sparks laying on their respective beds, fast asleep. The Gore Magala huffed with satisfaction and leapt out through the open window, landing on the grass just outside. Under cover of darkness, he loped toward the woods.

He could feel that something was amiss.

* * *

><p><strong>Berk Woods<strong>

All was silent in the patch of forest where the Monster Riders had gone on their most recent mission. Twinhorn was gone, having woken up and rampaged off to who knows where. The only things that moved were the branches on the trees as the wind blew through them.

However, in a small clearing in which the moon's light shone down upon the ground, unopposed by leaves or branches, a shadow fell across the boulder where Sparks had first been found. A great, beaked head bent down low to the ground to sniff the rock, searching for something.

The adult Doragyurosu found it, alright. The scent of its chick was all over the boulder, alongside an unfamiliar one that it had never smelled before. But it was enough to let her know that its infant had been taken away.

Rage boiled up inside the Doragyurosu – rage at the Diablos that had first scared off the chick and rage at whatever it was that had kidnapped him. With an unearthly, guttural roar, the Doragyurosu set itself ablaze with red lightning, fanning its monstrous wings and allowing the storm of energy to rush across the forest. Trees caught fire, smoke rose, and the hunt for the baby wyvern began.

* * *

><p><strong>No Torch in this episode – instead, a Doragyurosu named Sparks! Don't worry though, Torch will appear in the next chapter.<strong>

**On an unrelated note – tell me, readers, how do you like the running gag of Mocktalk stealing Snotlout's line?**

**Review, and see you soon for the second half of this episode!**


	12. Chapter 12

_**Chapter 6**_

_**Terrible Twos Part 2**_

* * *

><p><strong>Hiccup's House<strong>

Everything was peaceful in the slumbering village of Berk – the Chief's house most of all. Hiccup snored softly as he slept, while Sparks the Doragyurosu turned over on the rock slab he slept on.

Sightless' rock slab, to be exact. But that wasn't the reason the Gore Magala was currently glaring at the little wyvern. No, he could detect that something was amiss in the Berk woods, and that it had something to do with Hiccup's new pet.

Almost as if to confirm his suspicions, a faraway roar sounded from across the island, barely audible yet there nonetheless. Sightless raised his head, startled by the sound, and immediately knew that he had to warn his rider.

Hiccup bolted awake with a cry of pain as the Gore Magala rushed into him, throwing him out of bed and onto the hard wooden floor. "Ow!" he cried. "Sightless! Why would you do that?!"

As Sightless pawed the ground and made a concerned warble in his throat, Hiccup looked at the floor and saw a shattered black substance on the ground. Sighing, he grumbled, "And now I have to get more charcoal. Sightless, behave yourself while I'm gone, please?"

He walked down the stairs not a moment later, gone in a flash. The Gore Magala was left growling to himself, but his annoyance was soon forgotten when he heard another faint roar coming from the direction of the woods. He whipped around, and his tail accidentally smacked Sparks out of bed.

In an instant, the Doragyurosu was awake and indignant. The small wyvern leapt forward and bit Sightless tail, prompting a scream of pain from the other monster. Angrily, Sightless pounced, but Sparks got out of the way just in time. Sightless regained his footing and snarled at him as he landed on the other side of the room, firing a bolt of red lightning as his talons touched the ground.

The lightning started a fire, a bright orange blaze that began to spread at a snail's pace, licking against Sightless' toes. He screamed again, a sound not of pain but of anger. Black mist swirled from under his cloak as he spread his wings menacingly, ready for the attack.

But Hiccup had heard the roaring and seen the fire, and raced upstairs with a blanket to swat the fire away. "Sightless!" he breathlessly cried, and stumbled to catch Sparks in his arms when the wyvern jumped toward him.

"Look what you did, Sightless!" exclaimed Hiccup, appalled. "What's wrong with you?"

The Gore Magala reared up on his hind legs and let out a loud scream before turning sharply around, sweeping his wing into Hiccup's face. When Hiccup was able to see again, the end of Sightless' cloak was already vanishing over the lip of the window.

Sparks chirped questioningly, to which Hiccup replied in a concerned voice. "I don't know, big guy. He's starting to worry me too."

Heading toward the forest, Sightless raced over the ground like a shadow, rapidly disappearing into the dark woods. His horns flicked out, allowing his heat-sensitive pits to be exposed, a feature that no human on Berk knew about yet. Guided by his heat vision and sense of smell, Sightless dodged the numerous trees in his way that seemed to suddenly leap out from the darkness as soon as he got close.

To anyone with eyes, his path would seem like a blur. But the blur all of a sudden shot into focus as Sightless jumped into a sturdy tree, claws closing around a branch and bringing his progress to a halt. In the moonlit clearing before him, he could detect the heat of a couple of living things just ahead.

As Sightless hid in the shadows, two Doragyurosus flew around each other as if playing, olive-green scales shining slightly in the dim light provided by the moon far above. But their game stopped instantly as the bushes nearby began to rustle. The pair of wyverns shrieked and flew away, just as a wild boar emerged from the foliage with a menacing squeal. Although not nearly as big as a Bullfango – a similar and much deadlier monster – the boar was still large enough to be dangerous to the little flying wyverns.

But in Sightless' ears, a tremendous crash sounded from just up ahead, and the boar shrieked in terror. The mother Doragyurosu had come to her chicks' aid, vulture-like head breaking through the pine needles and razor-tipped wing ribbons smacking down trees in her way.

The giant wyvern rose into the air with a flap of her wings, the resultant gust of wind blasting through the forest and clearing leaves from the ground. The boar squealed and tried to run away – but it was too late, as a crimson streak flashed through the clearing and plucked the boar from the ground.

The Typhoomerang, not quite fully-grown and thus not as large as the Doragyurosu mother, reared its horned head and roared at the bigger monster almost in triumph. The Doragyurosu's response was a horrible, guttural growl of rage, and she flew higher into the air to chase after the Typhoomerang.

Just then, the Doragyurosu's scales sparked and then ignited, turning the massive monster into a blazing storm of reddish-black lightning. A roar tore from her mouth, and joined by the crackling of draconic energy, it was a sound to fear. The Typhoomerang increased its speed, hoping to outspeed the murderous mother wyvern.

However, flying with a heavy boar in its talons was wearing down its stamina far faster than normal, and the Typhoomerang didn't have a choice but to land exhaustedly.

The Doragyurosu spread its wings and released its electricity in a net of deadly, loudly sizzling bolts of red lightning that curved in parabolic arcs toward the ground. Soon, the earth and Typhoomerang trapped within the circle of bolts became lost in a haze of red. Coupled with the sun, which had just peeked over the tops of the trees as the morning began, the blazing flying wyvern was an awesome sight.

Sightless could sense everything that was happening, and he watched in rapt fascination. Although he possessed no eyes of his own, he somehow knew that the mother Doragyurosu was staring right down at him as she released her draconic thunderbolts, daring him to try something. But the Gore Magala wasn't stupid – he couldn't handle a beast that fearsome without his rider.

He turned tail with a swish of his wings, and bounded back the way he had come in search of Hiccup.

* * *

><p><strong>Gobber's Forge<strong>

The following morning, Hiccup was standing next to Gobber as the smith worked on repairing one blade of a pair of Dual Blades. In fact, it was one of the Double Deathbolts, which was Batwings' weapon of choice. The Siren had damaged the sword in a mock combat session with Astrid and her own Dual Blades, and thus had taken it to Gobber for repair.

"It's weird," said Hiccup worriedly, holding Sparks tightly against his chest. The wyvern's head was bent toward the hot coals Gobber was working with, and he was watching the burly Viking work curiously.

Hiccup continued uncertainly, "It's, it's like Sightless is jealous or something. Which is great," he added with exasperation. "My first girlfriend is a dragon."

"What do you mean by '_first_ girlfriend'?" asked Snaketail, who was leaning against the nearby wall.

"Would you just shut it?" asked Hiccup, even more exasperatedly.

"Another thing we have in common!" said Gobber cheerfully. "Somethin' must be goin' on under the – ugh, these coals aren't hot enough. Silversol!" he suddenly called.

The Silver Rathalos, who had been sunning himself just outside, raised his head and blasted a fireball at the hot coals, whose bright red glow suddenly became white-hot before dimming back down.

"Ah, there it is," exclaimed Gobber, heading over to the anvil. "Anyway, back ta what I was sayin'. Somethin' must be goin' on under the surface. Monsters are complex creatures, Hiccup, and work on many emotional levels! Me, I've only got the one."

The three Vikings suddenly jumped as Sightless leapt out from out of nowhere and screamed at them. Hiccup cried in shock, "Whoa, okay, Sightless! See? This is what I've been talking about," he told Gobber and Snaketail.

Sightless reared up and screamed again, flaring his wings out and clawing at the air. He looked positively furious. Or possibly desperate.

"Sightless, settle down!" ordered Hiccup.

With a chirp, Sparks suddenly jumped out of Hiccup's arms and landed on Sightless' nose. The Gore Magala growled and snapped his jaws around the Doragyurosu's tail, before turning around and beginning to run off.

"Gobber, grab him!" cried Snaketail.

Surprisingly nimble on just one foot, Gobber jumped in front of Sightless and spread his hand and tongs. "Yeh want ta dance, big boy?" he challenged. "'Cause I've got me dancin' shoe on!"

With a flash of red and black, Sparks ignited himself and flew free of Sightless' jaws. The bigger monster bounded after him, with Gobber lunging forward and grabbing hold of his tail.

"Gotcha!" he crowed, right before Sightless chased Sparks into the forge. There was a mighty clatter of weapons, shields, and blacksmithing tools as the Gore Magala rampaged through the shop. When Sparks suddenly swerved and flew out the window, Sightless whipped around and followed, flinging Gobber into a cupboard.

But the blacksmith was far from upset. "Me panpipes!" he cried joyfully, reaching in and pulling out the instrument. "Now I can get the band back together!"

When Sightless turned around again to have another go at Sparks, he found the little wyvern hiding behind Hiccup's leg. The boy commanded sternly, "Sightless, back down!"

The Gore Magala didn't, pushing his face right into his rider's.

Hiccup glared, holding his ground and determinedly staring his monster down. He didn't care that he was guaranteed to lose the staring contest.

"Not. Helping," he muttered through gritted teeth at Gobber, in response to a well-played series of flute-like notes that sang lightly through the air.

"Sorry," the blacksmith apologized.

Taking a step closer to the monster, Hiccup told him, "I don't know what's going on here, but I don't like it!"

Sightless only growled and rushed off again.

The sound of a low, breathy musical note drifted past again, breaking the tension.

"What?" asked Gobber innocently as Snaketail shot him a glare.

* * *

><p><strong>Berk Woods<strong>

During a routine scouting mission over the forest the next morning, Hiccup was unusually quiet as he sat behind Astrid atop Blackhawk. His mind kept wandering to the previous night, where another fight between Sightless and Sparks had forced him to resort to drastic measures. He had flown Sightless toward their secret cove and, knowing that his monster's injured wing prevented him from flying without a rider, left him there for an indefinite period of time.

Hiccup himself wasn't quite sure when he would let Sightless out of the cove. All he knew was that Sparks and Sightless couldn't live together under the same roof, and that he needed some time to think about what to do.

He yawned and rubbed his eyes tiredly. Worrying about the Gore Magala had left him unable to sleep for the majority of last night. Sparks, on the other hand, had slept well and was now perched on his shoulder, eyes wide as he scanned the tops of the trees below.

"Hey, don't worry," Astrid told him, glancing back at him. "You did the right thing with Sightless. He'll snap out of it."

"Yeah?" replied Snotlout from beside them. "Well, what if he _doesn't_? Hmm… then you won't have a monster to ride. And if you don't have a monster to ride, then you can't be the leader of the Monster Academy! Ha!"

Snaketail smirked at him from her position on Hookfang's back, whom she had borrowed from Snotlout. "Yeah, then Astrid will be in charge," she replied.

"Do you _really _want that?" added Astrid herself, giving him an innocent smile.

Suddenly, there was a rush of wings as Ruff and Tuff's monsters joined them in their flight formation. "You will not believe what we just saw!" crowed Tuff.

"Excuse me," Snotlout told him, "we're busy having a power struggle."

"In the air? Whoa," commented Ruff.

"We are not having a power struggle," Hiccup corrected his cousin.

Tuff steered King closer to Blackhawk so the Chief-to-be could hear. "The entire forest," he said. "Ultimate destruction!"

"It was beautiful," sighed Ruff. "The whole thing was just demolished!"

Before Hiccup could reply, a loud, bellowing roar rang out through the morning sky, startling the gang into abruptly stopping their conversation.

"What in the name of Odin's ghost was that?" squeaked Arachne.

"Um… I think we're about to find out," answered Fishlegs, pointing ahead with a shaky finger.

Everyone turned their heads in that direction and immediately saw what he was pointing to. A brilliant crimson dragon was flying their way, eyes focused not on them, but on the sky behind them. It flew past swiftly, bringing with it a rush of wind that caused Astrid's hair to hit Hiccup in the face.

"That's a Typhoomerang!" noted Snaketail.

"And he appears to be injured," piped up Batwings, nodding at a large burnt patch on the Typhoomerang's wing.

"What's he flying away from?" asked Snotlout. "A big fella like him couldn't have been scared that easily."

"Good question," replied Hiccup. "Someone should try and find the answer."

"I've got this one covered," Batwings assured him. Tugging on his saddle, he turned Mocktalk around and flew off after the Typhoomerang.

When he was parallel with the dragon, indeed of a size that indicated that he wasn't fully grown, the Siren leaned over Mocktalk's flank and cried down, "Excuse me! You there, big boy! Do you think you can tell me what you're flying away from?"

The Typhoomerang seemed to think about the question for a minute before finally dipping his goose-like head in a nod. He let out a roar before flying back in the direction he had come, Batwings and Mocktalk closely following. The rest of the Monster Riders flew behind them, closely keeping pace.

Finally, they reached a clearing that looked as if it had been… recently made. All the trees were gone, and there was a huge, spiraling burn mark swirling around the clearing's entirety. It was like lightning had struck down all the trees before being picked up and spun around by a tornado.

"Like we said," Ruffnut repeated, "ultimate destruction."

Their monsters landed, and the riders were able to get a closer look at the charred, sooty earth. All except Batwings, that is – he stayed with the Typhoomerang near the trees, who held his injured wing close to him. The dragon was reluctant to approach the clearing, it seemed.

"I know that we've seen this burn mark before," deduced Hiccup, looking down at Sparks. The wyvern stared back at him before snuggling more deeply into his arms.

"Not _this_ big, though," Astrid murmured.

"Um," quavered Fishlegs. "You do know what this means, right?"

Hiccup nodded. "Big burn mark, big Doragyurosu."

It was at that moment they saw the grey-green wyvern circling in the sky near the other side of the clearing, coming up over a hill that sloped high into the air. The Doragyurosu's wing ribbons lashed the air with every flap of its powerful wings, giving its wingbeats an odd slashing sound.

"He looks angry," grinned Tuffnut.

"I-It's not a he," Snaketail realized. "It's a she. That's Sparks' mother."

"Sparks is a _baby_?!" exclaimed Astrid.

"That's what Sightless was trying to warn me about!" said Hiccup, only realizing the truth just now. _If only I knew this before. If only I trusted Sightless a little more._

Fishlegs looked up, surprised and frightful, when Sparks hopped away from Hiccup and onto his shoulder. "Whoever gets between that mother… and this baby… _is going to get fried_!" he suddenly shrieked, grabbing Sparks and passing him to Tuff.

"You take him!" the Thorston boy cried, quickly shoving the little wyvern at Ruff.

"I don't want it!" she protested, throwing Sparks to Snotlout.

"Just leave it, and let's get out of here!" he squeaked, giving the baby Doragyurosu to Batwings.

It was right at that moment when the mother Doragyurosu looked down at the clearing and, with eyes better than an eagle's, spotted her missing chick in Batwings' clutches.

"Uh oh," the Siren gulped.

The Doragyurosu roared deafeningly and folded her wings, diving swiftly down toward them, reddish electricity already sparking across her crest and ruff.

"Um, go, go home to your mama," advised Batwings, quickly placing Sparks down on the ground and backing away. Behind him, the Typhoomerang gave a startled warble and took a step back toward the forest. It was obvious that he didn't want to tangle with the enraged mother wyvern.

"You guys go that way!" called Hiccup, running past the gang as they mounted their monsters. "I'll go get Sightless and lead her away from the village!"

"Hiccup!" protested Astrid, but a sudden thunderbolt from the Doragyurosu overhead stopped her argument before it got started.

The blast hit the ground behind Hiccup, causing the Haddock boy to trip and fall right beside Batwings. Groaning, he took the clawed hand offered to him and let himself be pulled upright.

"C'mon already!" the Siren shouted, climbing up onto the Typhoomerang's back. He was given a quizzical look by both Mocktalk and Hiccup. "This guy won't be able to escape the Doragyurosu on an injured wing. I'll be flying with him instead of Mocktalk."

"Then what are we waiting for?" asked Hiccup rhetorically, already on the move. He was followed not just by Batwings, but by a familiar olive-green wyvern.

"Oh, would you please stop following me?" cried Hiccup. He suddenly swerved in a different direction toward the secret cove, but the mother Doragyurosu was right above him, wings grazing the tops of the trees and black lightning flashing down from her wings."

"SIGHTLESS!" screamed Hiccup, spotting the lip of the gorge just ahead. Desperately, in order to avoid the humongous wyvern that plunged down upon him like a vulture, he screwed his eyes shut and jumped…

… and was caught by Sightless, who rose above the edge of the crevasse with strong beats of his furry wings and a scream rushing out from his maw. Hiccup's confidence grew as he felt his foot slide into its regular position in the saddle's stirrup, and as he saw the mother Doragyurosu glaring at him from down below with her talons clamped around the cliff's edge.

"Thanks, bud," Hiccup said breathlessly. "Oh man, I'm so sorry. I should have listened to you."

Sightless snorted and tossed his head. _Save it for later._

"You got it, bud," replied Hiccup, relieved. "Ready? Let's do some evasive maneuvers!"

They were off and flying with a click of the stirrup, winging their way up and out over the forest, heading rapidly toward the ocean in the near distance. Hiccup could hear the enraged Doragyurosu roar and fly after them, already hot on their heels.

"Why is she still following us?" he muttered under his breath.

They were now out over the ocean, carving swift and unimaginably tight turns around the rock spires that jutted out from the water. Impossibly, the much larger monster followed their every move, displaying her great aerial prowess that spited her immense size. And if a turn was too tight for her to make, she would hook her wing ribbons into a pillar, spin around the entire thing, and continue the chase with a new burst of speed.

"Oh, why won't she just stop and give up?" groaned Hiccup, then yelped as he felt sharp claws dig into his back. "What the – Sparks? You should be with your mother!"

Indeed, the baby Doragyurosu was there with him. Sparks tilted his head and grinned up at him, seemingly unwilling to abandon his human friend.

_Either he wants to help us,_ Hiccup decided, _or he's trying to get us killed._

The mother Doragyurosu snapped her fangs, the bite coming uncomfortably close to Sightless' tail. While the Gore Magala was a skilled flier despite his crippled wing, the Doragyurosu was much larger and flapped more powerfully, bringing her closer with each stroke of her wings. She was so close, in fact, that the draconic energy buzzing around her ruff was starting to jump over to Sightless, stinging him repeatedly and causing him to falter.

"I don't know how much longer we can keep this up," Hiccup muttered, then turned to Sparks and added, "Why can't you just go to Mama and get her to leave?"

His answer didn't come from the little flying wyvern. A crimson streak flew through the air, followed by a green one. Hiccup twisted his head to look behind him, and his eyes went wide when he saw Batwings, Mocktalk, and the Typhoomerang flying around the Doragyurosu, shooting fire and mucus and generally making annoyances of themselves. Distracted, the wyvern roared and shook her head wildly, trying to fend them off and falling behind as a result.

Hiccup steered Sightless around and joined them, calling, "What are you doing?"

"Helping you, of course!" replied Batwings. "You're very welcome! Alright, Mocktalk, get that monster to follow us!"

"With pleasure!" squawked the bird wyvern. A flap of his wings propelled him directly in front of the Doragyurosu, and his throat sac inflated in a burst of red. He opened his mouth and produced a loud roar, identical to the one that the Doragyurosu used.

She replied with a much louder and much angrier roar. Apparently, she didn't like what Mocktalk had to say.

"We're going to lure her to the ground!" Batwings shouted to Hiccup, already steering the Typhoomerang back toward the island. "We'll use her size against her!"

Hiccup nodded, and followed them back toward the island.

Upon Batwings' command, Mocktalk let out another mocking roar and flew straight up into the sky. Hiccup followed right before the Doragyurosu flew upwards as well, snapping angrily at them. In an almost perfectly straight line, the three wyverns leveled out one-by-one, and then dove directly toward the forest below. The Doragyurosu's wings eclipsed the sun as she streaked down after them.

"Now, Sightless!" yelled Hiccup, pulling hard on the saddle.

They sharply leveled out their flight and shot off across the ground, blowing dust in their wake. Mocktalk joined them, nimbly and perfectly copying their movements.

But the Doragyurosu, for all her fancy flying, was too big to follow them. Her wingbeats faltered, and she crashed into the ground with an impact that shook the forest.

Safe once more, Hiccup and Batwings landed and hopped off their monsters to examine the unconscious mother wyvern.

"I hope she's alright," Hiccup worried.

At the sight of the fallen Doragyurosu, Sparks chirped frantically and scurried to his mother's side. He beat his wings across her face and nudged her with his head, trying to wake her. And on the third try, he succeeded in eliciting a response.

Sparks chirped happily, and two more answering chirps sounded from somewhere behind his mother. A pair of Doragyurosu chicks eagerly flapped out of the forest and joined their lost sibling, squeaking and warbling enthusiastically.

"Good job, everyone," congratulated Batwings, patting Mocktalk and the Typhoomerang on their heads.

"Everyone's back where they belong," added Hiccup. "Goodbye, Sparks."

With her children nestled safely in the fur on her back, the mother Doragyurosu jumped up into the air, letting out blazing red-and-black bolts as she whooshed away into the wild blue yonder.

Hiccup smiled, a little sadly. He knew that he was sad to see his wyvern friend go – but at the same time, he felt convinced that they would meet again someday soon.

_Nah, that's crazy,_ he decided. _Let's just go home._

* * *

><p><strong>Hiccup's House<strong>

All was peaceful that night as the sun went down over Berk. Stoick was crouched over the fire, stirring the soup. Hiccup was feeding Sightless, who was glad to be the only monster in the house again. Batwings, for once, was awake, leaning against the Typhoomerang whom he had bonded with. Gobber, having fixed up the dragon's wing as best as he could, was playing on his panpipes.

"Ah," he sighed in a satisfactory way when he had finished his song. "I wrote that jus' for the occasion."

"Pretty good," Batwings yawned idly. The Typhoomerang expressed his agreement with a grunt.

Gobber glanced up from his pipes. "That reminds me," he said curiously, "what're yeh going ta name that beastie?"

Shrugging, the Siren replied, "I'm open to suggestions."

Now Stoick looked up with interest. "How about… Torch?" he suggested.

"Still set on that name, aren't you, Dad?" chuckled Hiccup.

"I just like the way it sounds," Stoick replied seriously.

Batwings chuckled as well and decided, "Very well. Torch it is."

Sightless gurgled with approval and nudged his head into the belly of his rider, who laughed and said, "I should have known you were just trying to protect me. That's what you do."

And in three seconds, a freshly-vomited fish head was in his lap. "And then you do… that."

Everyone present laughed – even Sightless and Torch.

* * *

><p><em>Communication between monster and rider goes both ways. Not only must the monster follow the rider's lead, but the rider must listen to the monster as well.<em>

_Because sometimes, what the monster is trying to say is what you really need to hear._

* * *

><p><strong>Please tell me someone else besides myself thinks that the Typhoomerang looks a bit like a giant goose with horns.<strong>

**Alright, the next chapter might take a while to write – it's an episode of my own invention! I really need to get the creative juices flowing for the upcoming part.**

**P.S. I beg you all, go see HTTYD 2 as I just did. It will not disappoint you, I guarantee.**

**Up next: Diablos Season**
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_**Chapter 7**_

_**Diablos Season Part 1**_

* * *

><p><em>Anger is powerful, but it often has consequences. And if you let yourself be consumed by it… nothing good can come from it.<em>

_With repeated attacks from a wild Diablos, day after day, this is becoming especially true. Because if Twinhorn can't get a hold of herself, then something bad is going to have to be done._

* * *

><p><strong>Village Plaza<strong>

"Hoist the torches!" a Viking shouted at the top of his lungs. Other shouts answered him, and the immense torches were quickly lit and raised. They towered above the plaza, bringing a fiery light to banish the darkness.

It was the dead of night, and the Vikings were up and about, readying for battle – which wasn't very unusual at all. In fact, it had been the third time this week that they had been called upon to jump into combat in their pajamas. Not that they minded, because Vikings _lived _for battle.

A monstrous roar tore through the village as the rampaging Black Diablos did the same to a house, shattering it to pieces with her twisting horns. With a toss of her head, she flung a chair across the plaza, sending it flying into a Viking and knocking him out. She spread her wings and prepared to charge at the multitude of warriors that had gathered to face her.

But then, out of the inky blackness of the night sky, a loud shriek cut through the noise effortlessly. There was a rush of wind, and a blast of roiling black fire shot down from nowhere and exploded against the ground. The sudden explosion caused the Black Diablos to stumble back, startled.

"Alright, gang!" called the voice of Hiccup. "Let's drive her away one more time!"

A Yian Garuga swooped low over the ground, fireballs flying from her beak. Then a Lunastra and Teostra came, strafing the ground with fiery streams. Globs of mucus, spat from the mouth of a Qurupeco, shot through the flames and became burning projectiles of fire themselves.

Bombarded with fire from all directions, the Black Diablos roared and charged back the way it had come, bowling over several Vikings that were too slow to get out of her way. Each time the flying wyvern strayed from her course out of the village, one of the monsters from above would swoop down and forcefully alter her course with a few bursts of fire.

"This is awesome!" cheered Tuffnut. "Why can't this happen _every_ week?"

"Because if it did, the village would be nothing but rubble in under a month," Snaketail told him. "Astrid, we're almost to the woods. Let's finish this."

"Thought you'd never say something!" the Hofferson girl replied with a grin. "C'mon, Blackhawk, let's give her a boost."

With an approving squawk, the Yian Garuga let one more fireball fly from her beak. It crashed just behind the Black Diablos, sending up a burst of heat that spurred the fleeing monster on. A final, angry roar curled from her mouth before she reached the forest, and charged into the trees.

The Monster Riders let out a collective sigh. "Nice job, everyone," Hiccup complimented them. He and Sightless landed on the ground, just as a faint stain of pink began to appear on the horizon.

"What are we going to do about Twinhorn?" inquired Batwings, hopping off of Mocktalk's back. "It's not like we can just keep waiting for the next attack so we can chase her off."

"Uh, yes we can," Ruffnut replied. "We've done it three times already. We can totally keep the sheep rolling like this!"

"Guys, how many times do I have to tell you?" stressed Hiccup. "This can't go on for much longer. And we're not going to let it."

"Who nominated Hiccup as our leader again?" demanded Snotlout. "Because his way of doing stuff is _never_ any fun."

All of a sudden, Stoick was there with them. He put his helmet on over his nightcap and informed them, "No, my boy is right. This problem has gone on for long enough. If you can't keep this Diablos under control, then we'll have to resort to drastic measures."

Snaketail gulped. So concerned about her monster companion was she that she had taken to blaming herself for Twinhorn's repeated attacks on the village. No matter how many times Hiccup, Astrid, and the rest assured her that she hadn't caused any of this, she still wouldn't stop worrying.

"Wait, wait, wait," said Tuff. "We're going to kill Twinhorn? When was I consulted about this?"

"Yeah," agreed Ruff. "If you ask me, we don't get enough say in situations like this!"

Arachne kicked both of them in shins. "Not helping!" scolded the Philston girl, tilting her head toward Snaketail, who only looked more distressed.

"No one's getting killed!" protested Hiccup, giving the twins a dark look. "Trust me, Snaketail, I'll figure something out. Just give me a bit more time."

The brown-haired Grundenson didn't look convinced, but she nodded anyway.

"Good," approved Stoick. "Now then, why don't we all head to the Meade Hall for a well-deserved breakfast?"

That suggestion was one of the very few that the entire gang of Monster Riders unanimously considered to be a good one. As always, Snotlout and Fishlegs were the first to hop on their monsters and fly off to the Great Hall. The Thorston twins were next, but they were slightly delayed due to a shoving match that Tuffnut instigated. It was Hiccup who broke up the fight as usual, rolling his eyes, before climbing aboard Sightless and flying off after his other friends.

"You coming, Snaketail?" he called down. Indeed, Snaketail was the only one left on the ground. "It's turkey day at the Great Hall!"

"I'll be there," she assured him. "I just have to do something first."

Hiccup nodded and urged Sightless to the Meade Hall, where their breakfast awaited them.

Snaketail waited until Stoick had lumbered off as well, and then turned around in the direction of the forest where Twinhorn had disappeared. Her mouth tightened and her eyes hardened when she recalled the Chief's words – "_drastic measures_", he had put it. But she really knew what he meant, and Thor help her, she was _not_ going to stand around and let her Diablos get killed.

_I know that Hiccup is the monster trainer extraordinaire,_ Snaketail thought, _but this is something I have to do by myself._

Nodding to herself as if to finalize her own decision, Snaketail dashed away from the village and into the forest. Her monster needed her.

* * *

><p><strong>Berk Woods<strong>

The forest was as thick as ever, and the early morning sun barely penetrated the leaves that choked off the sky above Snaketail's head. Honestly, she was a little scared of the dark, and the slightly ominous atmosphere of the Berk woods that day wasn't helping her fear.

At least it wasn't completely silent. The birds singing in the trees and the crickets chirping in the bushes helped calm Snaketail, distracting her from the fact that the forest was shadowy and frightening. In fact, when the woods were this noisy, she could forget about the scary things about the forest, and just enjoy a nice walk.

Twinhorn wasn't the stealthiest monster in the world, built more for brute force than for sneaking around, if the path she had smashed through the forest was indication enough. Shrubs had been flattened and even entire trees had been knocked down in the Black Diablos' wake, leaving a very obvious trail that Snaketail could follow. If she could find her monster and calm her down, then Twinhorn wouldn't be a danger to anyone anymore, and she could live in the village again.

Now that Snaketail stopped and thought about it, she could hear a furious roaring from deeper in the forest even now. She froze, listening to make sure that the sound wasn't just coming from her imagination.

The roar sounded again. It definitely wasn't coming from her imagination.

"Okay, stay calm," the Grundenson girl told herself, feeling around her belt for her dagger. She wasn't carrying around her Hunting Horn, since as a Monster Rider, she knew how threatened a monster could feel when someone approached it with a huge weapon. She found the hilt of her knife, and she brandished it in front of her as she took cautious steps deeper into the woods.

Snaketail had taken about fifteen steps when the roar came again. However, she realized that it sounded less like her Black Diablos – whose vocalizations were like rumbling growls – and more like a squeaky screech of some kind. Definitely not Twinhorn's voice.

The girl hopped over a fallen log and peered into the dense foliage where the screams seemed to be emanating. The half of the tree was in the bushes, hidden from her view. Curious, Snaketail brushed past a large shrub and walked along the length of the tree until she had reached its crown. The leaves were hard to see, mixed in with the ground plants as they were, but still easy to spot from the way they were thrashing around.

"Hang on," Snaketail said to herself. "Leaves don't move like that, unless there's a wind. And there's definitely no wind right now."

Suddenly, the squeaky roar shrieked out from right in front of her, and she jumped like a bullfrog in shock and fear. But she was determined – she squashed down her fear and approached the crown of leaves, brushing away a particularly obscuring branch.

She gasped in surprise – there was a dragon hiding in the tree!

The bright red dragon gazed up at her with lime-green eyes, its pupils mere slits of fear and desperation. It was as long as a Monstrous Nightmare, but more serpent-shaped like a Whispering Death, with a long neck, coiled tail, four short legs, and wide wings positioned just above its shoulders. Its head was shaped like that of a Hideous Zippleback, but it had four thick horns just behind its jaw, whereas a Zippleback had two thin ones. Finally, the dragon's spine was adorned with long curved spikes, and its crimson scales were covered in white stripes.

"Wow," murmured Snaketail. "You're a Grapple Grounder!"

The Grounder let out a squeak and tried to pull its head farther into the branches. It was definitely scared, hence the slitted pupils. Its whip-like tail lashed anxiously, rustling the leaves around it. It was only then that the girl realized that it was pinned to the ground by the weight of the log on top of it.

_It must have been trapped when Twinhorn passed by and knocked the tree down, _realized Snaketail.

"Don't worry," she reassured it. "I'm not going to hurt you. Here – have some food." Reaching into her satchel, she pulled out a fresh cod and held it out enticingly in front of the Grapple Grounder's nose.

The dragon inched its head out of the tree and sniffed at the delicious fish. Unfortunately, it didn't seem to like its scent, as it retreated again and hissed.

"You don't like fish?" asked Snaketail, bewildered. "I could have sworn that all dragons – whoops!" she suddenly cried, as the bottom of her satchel ripped away and all sorts of objects came tumbling out.

Instantly, the Grapple Grounder perked up, snapping its head upwards in alarm at the sudden noise. It eyed a small cabbage that had rolled away from Snaketail, before lunging forward and swallowing the vegetable whole.

"Please don't tell me you're a vegetarian," the girl said with a wry smile. Her statement was answered by an affirmative chirp from the Grapple Grounder, so she held out another cabbage. "Here, take it. I don't want this dreadful vegetable."

Tongue lolling out of its mouth eagerly, the Grounder snapped up the cabbage and licked Snaketail's cheek. She laughed, but she rapidly became serious again as her expression became one of curiosity. Although she didn't know why, the Grundenson girl was fascinated by this strange cabbage-eating dragon, and she could tell that it, in turn, was equally interested in her.

Hesitantly, taking a shaky breath as she did so, Snaketail held out her hand.

The Grapple Grounder leaned forward, pupils dilating and becoming wider as it calmed down. It sniffed her hand with interest before, at last, stretching its neck all the way forward and touching its snout to her hand.

Snaketail gasped softly, as if she couldn't believe that this dragon was bonding with her so quickly. Then again, she had just fed it, and it was trapped under a tree – maybe it thought that she was the only chance it had of getting free.

"Well, you're right about that," she told it, standing up. "I'm going to get this tree off of you."

The only problem was, she didn't know how in the name of Odin she was going to lift up the immense woody trunk. But she rubbed her hands and prepared to give it her best shot anyway.

Placing her hands underneath the log and pulling up with all her might, but without success, Snaketail groaned and muttered in a strained voice, "It would have been smart of me to bring the others with me…"

She pulled once more, throwing her entire body into the motion. Already, her hands were starting to sting as shards of tree bark dug into her palms, but she was so occupied that she hardly even noticed. It might have been her imagination when she felt the tree shift a little – but it definitely wasn't, as the trapped Grapple Grounder squealed ecstatically and began to try and wriggle out from underneath.

"Almost… there…" Snaketail grunted, desperately putting every last ounce of strength she had into her arms. Try as she might, though, she couldn't get the log to lift any higher.

But then, Snaketail's strength suddenly gave out as she heard a distant and familiar roar coming from another part of the forest. The Grounder heard it as well, and its pupils narrowed with fear. Both of them instinctively knew what was coming.

"You've got to be kidding me," muttered Snaketail, slapping a bleeding hand to her face in exasperation.

It was at that moment that the trees and bushes in front of them exploded, and an insanely angry Black Diablos charged out, her horns primed and ready to smash anything that got in her way. Snaketail yelped and dove to the side just in time, while the Grounder ducked its head back into the tree's branches.

Roaring angrily, Twinhorn charged right past the spot where Snaketail and the dragon had been, stepping over the fallen log in her way as she did so, and ran headlong into a large boulder nearby. There was an echoing *crack* as her horns pierced the rock and remained there, stuck fast despite the Diablos' efforts to pull them free.

Snaketail was breathing hard and fast as she stood up again, trying to slow down her racing heart. "It's okay," she told herself quietly. "This is what you were hoping for. There's no reason to panic, she'll recognize you if you just talk to her. Stay steady, girl."

Ever so cautiously, she began to approach the thrashing Diablos from the side, holding out her hand in a calming gesture. When she entered Twinhorn's peripheral vision, the monster stopped struggling and glared at her with beady, hate-filled red eyes.

"Easy now, Twinhorn," murmured Snaketail, inching ever closer. "It's me, remember? It's your rider, Snaketail. Can't you please calm down?"

The response she got was the soft sound of Twinhorn's breath huffing in and out of her nostrils. Encouraged by the flying wyvern's lack of movement, the Grundenson girl continued to move closer, one slow step at a time. When the Diablos suddenly snorted, a puff of hot steam shooting out of her nose, she flinched backwards reflexively before relaxing again.

_It's just a sneeze,_ she said to herself.

"Okay girl, okay," she continued to whisper. "You don't have anything to worry about. Let's get your horns unstuck, and then we can go home." With an encouraging smile toward the glaring Twinhorn, she reached out with her hand and gently laid it against the monster's horn.

All of a sudden, reacting violently to her rider's touch, Twinhorn roared and jerked backwards, succeeding in ripping her horns free of the boulder they were embedded him. There was a tremendous, ugly snapping sound as half of her left horn actually broke off, further enraging the Black Diablos. Snaketail screamed and ran as Twinhorn swung her head and tail around, throwing a painful temper tantrum.

Emitting a high, wailing screech, Twinhorn lunged after her rider, her rage preventing her from thinking straight. Vision red and cloudy, she chased Snaketail in no particular direction, wings a-flapping and feet mashing bushes into paste.

The terrified girl leapt right over the log just as Twinhorn reached her. The Black Diablos had her head lowered, the one good horn aimed directly at her mistress' back, when suddenly she had reached the log and accidentally shoved her horn right underneath it. Anger only growing at the sudden halt in movement, Twinhorn tossed her head and flung the tree far away, deeper into the forest.

Immediately, in a flash of red and white, the Grapple Grounder stood up and shot into the sky like a crimson arrow. But even as it did so, the dragon allowed conscious thought to overcome instinct as it realized that she had left Snaketail behind. Thought was deed, and the serpent agilely carved a turn around a tree and back toward the girl.

Snaketail screamed in shock when she felt talons close around her, but it petered out when she realized that the Grapple Grounder, amazingly, had rescued her! Down below on the forest floor, Twinhorn's heavy head slammed into the ground right where she had been standing, throwing up a huge cloud of dirt and dead leaves into the air.

And then, to add to the shock, Snaketail spotted her friends soaring to her rescue. Hiccup and Astrid dove down toward the raging Twinhorn, and their monsters spouted bursts of fire to drive her away. Shrieking furiously, the Black Diablos vanished into the forest.

"That was a close one!" called Arachne. Venomwing hissed her agreement, eyeing Snaketail's draconic rescuer with curiosity.

"I know!" Ruffnut agreed enthusiastically. "That was so cool! Where do I get a monster that mad and destructive?"

"She's not going to be mad and destructive for long if my dad is forced to deal with the problem!" replied Hiccup, steering Sightless back into his place in the flight formation. "We need to head back to the Academy and plan this one out. Snaketail," he suddenly added, looking at her, "you think you can get that Grounder to follow us?"

"Sure thing," she gasped breathlessly. Only now did she realize that she was out of breath after her little escapade.

_That does it,_ she thought determinedly. _No more solo adventures for me. From now on, I'm sticking with the group._

* * *

><p><strong>Berk Monster Academy<strong>

Now that the early morning had aged into mid-morning, the sun was a good distance away from the horizon, lighting up the entire island. The gang found themselves under a pure blue sky as they landed their monsters on the arena floor and dismounted. Snaketail told the gang the entire story as they sat around a large stack of crates that served as a table.

"That was incredibly reckless of you to do, Snaketail," Hiccup scolded her lightly, once she was done telling her tale. "You could have been killed, you realize that?"

"I know, I know!" the girl snapped, her patience starting to wear thin. "I just thought that if Twinhorn was unable to move and attack things, she might calm down and listen to me again." As she said this, her voice went from angry to sad.

Beside her, the Grapple Grounder warbled in a comforting way, trying to cheer her up. Snaketail had already told them of how she had found the Grounder and the woods, and actually made the decision to keep the dragon as her own, similar to how Snotlout had both Snotsnarl the Tigrex and Hookfang the Monstrous Nightmare. Helpfully, Fishlegs had already informed her that the Grounder was a female, and had also given her some hints about training a dragon.

Hiccup smiled inwardly. Fishlegs really was a huge help when it came to the Berk Monster Academy. It seemed as though everyone had a part to play in their little establishment.

"We all know how hard this is for you," Astrid soothed. Snaketail stiffened in surprise when she felt the Hofferson lay a hand on her arm. "But you aren't the only one who's worried about your monster. Remember how we all did our best to stop Gobber from killing her last time? We're here to help you, not to hold you back."

"Wow," Tuff grunted, "who are you and what have you done with Astrid?"

Abruptly changing back to her old self in an instant, Astrid whipped around and slugged the male Thorston so hard that he tumbled to the ground.

"Yeah, that's more like it," he groaned with his face under his helmet.

Hiccup turned to Fishlegs and asked him, "Legs, is there anything in the Book of Monsters that'll help us understand what Twinhorn is going through?"

The pudgy Ingerman boy dug his nose out of the book's pages and replied negatively, "None so far. It doesn't mention any records of Diabloses with heightened aggression levels or black scales." He pointedly dropped a brown-black scale on the table in front of him.

"Well then," Batwings concluded, "if we ever succeed in solving the mystery, then we should be the first to write it in the Book of Monsters. Then future Monster Riders will be able to tame Black Diabloses running wild."

"Blah blah blah!" scoffed Snotlout, impatiently. "Why write words when you can just tame the stuff words tell you stuff about?"

"Here's an idea," the Siren drawled. "How about thinking with your brain and not your mouth for a change?"

"I'll give you an idea about what I want to do to your teeth!" Snotlout shot back, raising a fist in response to Batwings' fanged snarl.

"Guys, guys!" said Hiccup. "We're not supposed to be fighting each other, we're supposed to be coming up with ideas about how to calm Twinhorn down."

Just then, the sound of the arena's gate opening reached their ears. All of the Monster Riders turned around to see Gobber walking into the Academy with his usual jolly expression on his face.

"Mornin', kids!" he greeted them. "Jus' stoppin' by ta pick up some dragon nip. Silversol's a bit on edge. A rogue Bulldrome charged 'im outta nowhere when he was in the middle of his mornin' sunbath. Scared 'im half ta death before it was shot down with a fireball."

The twins cheered when they heard this. "Yes, pork for dinner!" exclaimed Ruff, clashing helmets with her brother as per their trademark.

When Hiccup ran to fetch Gobber some dragon nip, the blacksmith followed him and asked, "So, what're yeh holdin' the meeting for, Hiccup?"

"Twinhorn," he replied. "She's been attacking the village, and Dad says he's going to have to… put a stop to it if I can't do it. Snaketail's really worried about her monster."

"Aye, I'll bet me undies she is," Gobber said wisely. "Tha' Diablos kinda reminds me o' that Bulldrome. She's rampagin' around an' not calmin' down, about ta face the same fate as that li'l piggy if she can't get a hold o' herself. Except, you know, she ain't gonna be torched with a fireball."

Sighing, Hiccup muttered, "Thank you for summing that up."

But then, all of a sudden, what Gobber had said finally clicked in his mind. "Gobber," the Haddock boy began, "you don't suppose that the Bulldrome and Twinhorn are suffering from the same problem?"

"Perhaps," the blacksmith answered. "They got a lot in common, them two monsters. Although I doubt Diablos meat is as delicious as the sausages yeh can get outta a Bulldrome. Mm mm!" He smacked his lips in anticipation and left with his dragon nip, whistling to himself.

Racing back to the table, Hiccup sat down on his seat and said, "Did you hear that?"

"Totally!" enthused Tuff. "Sausages tonight!"

"That does sound good," Fishlegs offered with a smile.

Arachne rolled her eyes. "No! Gobber said that there're other monsters having the same problem as Twinhorn! This could help us figure out what's going on!"

Snaketail's face brightened, and her heart leapt. Finally, there was some shred of hope to grab onto, the hope that they could figure out what was wrong with her monster so that Stoick wouldn't have to… she gulped and decided not to think about it.

"Well, that's cool too," Ruff agreed with some degree of reluctance, "but I still like the sausages better."

Astrid snapped again and punched her to the ground, much to Tuffnut's amusement. "Hey, Astrid's becoming more like her old self each minute!" he exclaimed.

He ended up on the receiving end of another of Astrid's punches, and he joined his sister on the floor for the second time in as many minutes.

"What?" asked Astrid, in response to Hiccup's appalled stare. "In order to help a Diablos, I say we think like a Diablos! And what does a Diablos do best besides violence?"

She smirked with triumph when Hiccup sighed resignedly.

* * *

><p><strong>Writing a totally original chapter was harder than I thought – I wasn't sure just where to split it in two. But don't worry, the next exciting part will come as soon as I'm able to finish it!<strong>

**Why don't you wonderful readers drop a review and a bit of feedback? It's all appreciated, and it always helps to motivate me to write another chapter.**
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_**Chapter 7**_

_**Diablos Season Part 2**_

* * *

><p><strong>Hiccup's House, Twilight<strong>

The scrawny Chief-to-be closed the door behind him with a stifled yawn. Everyone else was already there – Sightless relaxing by the fire pit, Stoick in his chair working on a wooden duck decoy, and Batwings laying in the rafters with his eyes staring up at the ceiling.

"Rough day, son?" asked Stoick, putting his finished duck down.

"I wouldn't call it 'rough'," corrected Hiccup, a bit tiredly. "Just… you know, exhausting."

"Still thinking of a way to calm Snaketail's Diablos down, are you?" the Chief asked shrewdly. He reached down to poke at the fire in the fire pit, which was starting to die down.

Hiccup nodded and yawned again. "I'm not quite sure what we're going to do, Dad," he admitted. "The Book of Monsters isn't any help, and neither are Snotlout or the twins. Fishlegs said he would do his best to figure it out and get back to be in the morning, but…"

"But you have your doubts," Stoick finished for him.

Flopping down to the floor beside Sightless, Hiccup gave his father another nod, but one that was much more somber than the last. The Gore Magala picked up on his rider's feelings and gave him a friendly lick across the cheek, which sadly didn't get much of a smile out of him.

"Son," Stoick began, in his 'I'm-about-to-give-you-a-lecture-that-you-won't-like-but-is-important-nonetheless' voice. "Trust me, I don't want Twinhorn gone any more than you or Snaketail do. If the girl is the first to admit she's a good monster, then I'd probably be the second. But being a Chief means that you have to do what's right for the village, even if it means doing something that you might not want to do."

"Like sending the monsters back to Monster Island?" asked Hiccup dejectedly.

"Yes, just like that," sighed Stoick. "I just want you to understand, Hiccup, that if you can't fix this problem, then I will have to step in and take care of it myself. That's what the Chief does."

Letting out a heavy sigh of his own, Hiccup replied, "Yes, Dad. I understand."

Stoick gave his son an approving nod, then stood up from his chair to give him a pat on the back. "Good. Good talk, son."

When the Chief had lumbered off to his bedroom, Batwings turned over onto his side in order to face Hiccup. He suggested, "Who knows? Maybe Fishlegs will have the solution in the morning."

"I really hope you're right," Hiccup replied.

"But," Batwings continued, "and I'm just throwing this out there, but what if he doesn't? What'll we do then?"

Hiccup leaned against Sightless and murmured, "That's the problem. I don't know."

* * *

><p><strong>Farming Lands, Early Morning<strong>

Unfortunately, Fishlegs didn't have an answer when Hiccup called everyone to meet near the barn. None of the animals were present, as they had already been taken out to the fields by Mulch and Bucket. The twins were hanging upside-down by their knees above the yak stables while Astrid sat on an overturned bucket, sharpening her Midnight Blackwings. Arachne was watching her hone the Dual Blades' edges, her gaze full of admiration as usual, and Snaketail was pacing back and forth worriedly.

She was even more restless than her new Grapple Grounder, a naturally excitable dragon with a short attention span. Right now, the cabbage-loving Grounder was sitting on the roof of the barn, head jerking in all directions as she tried to take in all the sights the farming lands had to offer.

"Nothing," the Ingerman boy said sadly, shaking his head. "I looked all over the Book of Monsters again. I even tried reading between the lines! But I couldn't find anything."

"It's alright, Fishlegs," Hiccup sighed, and patted his friend on the back. "You did the best you could."

"How do you read between the lines?" piped up Tuffnut, dropping the Book of Monsters on Fishlegs' head. "All I saw between the lines was blank space. And I have trouble just trying to read regular words."

The majority of the gang ignored him.

"Would you stop that?" yelled Snotlout, slapping Tuff's hair away from his face. "Your brains are going to fall out of your heads if you don't sit right-side up."

"Oh, we're not worried about something as stupid as that," Ruff scoffed, smirking.

"Yeah!" her brother agreed. "We don't even _have_ brains!"

Batwings snickered under his breath, "I'm not going to argue with that."

For the fifth time, Snaketail paced around the group, going in a continuous circle and wringing her hands. She said in a voice tight with concern, "Guys, this is serious! We need to figure something out fast, or – Fishlegs, _what_ did you eat this morning?!" she suddenly demanded, wrinkling her nose in the husky boy's direction.

"What?" he replied, slightly hurt. "I just had a few salmon. And a piece of bread. And some of the leftover Bulldrome sausage we ate last night." He hung his head and added, "Alright, say it. I'm a glutton."

"There's nothing wrong with eating when you're hungry, Fishy," chirped Arachne. She earned herself a grateful smile from the Ingerman boy.

Now Hiccup could tell that something wasn't right when a peculiar scent made its way up his nose. He sniffed, wincing a little at the rather unpleasant aroma, but he couldn't identify what it was. Which, considering the people he hung out with on a regular basis, didn't exactly soothe him.

"Snotlout," he asked suspiciously, "when was the last time you had a bath?"

"Oh, you smell something funny and you automatically think it's me!" his cousin shot back, insulted. "I had a bath just last week! I'm squeaky clean!"

"Someone get the water and soap," quipped Astrid, smirking down at her Dual Blades.

"I don't think that's Snotlout's colorful aroma, however offensive it may be," Batwings said musingly, sniffing the air as Hiccup had. "It smells different. Kind of musty, actually, and definitely not musty as in 'we're in a barn filled with animals that sleep in their own dung'."

Fishlegs brightened all of a sudden and fished out Twinhorn's scale, exclaiming, "Oh, it must be this! I took this home to analyze it, just in case it could tell us what was wrong with Twinhorn. I noticed that it smelled a little awful."

"So what did it tell you?" asked Ruffnut inquisitively.

"Yeah, I didn't know scales could talk!" added Tuffnut, ignorant as always.

Hiccup's brow wrinkled into a thoughtful expression. "Her scale smells weird, she's behaving more violently every day… I don't know what the connection there is."

Everyone went silent for a few moments as they separately contemplated the issue at hand. No one seemed able to figure anything out, and when one of them opened his or her mouth to speak, they swiftly closed it again.

A loud braying from the fields cut through their concentration. Mulch could be heard yelling, "Go on, get! Get, you pesky monster!"

The Monster Riders peeked out of the barn and saw Mulch and Bucket trying to chase off a large Shogun Ceanataur, which was rubbing its mantis-like pincers together with relish as it stalked toward the herd of yaks. It was clear that the massive crab wanted steak for breakfast.

"Someone had better help them get that Ceanataur away from the yaks before we end up short one herd," advised Hiccup.

"I've got this one!" decreed Snotlout. He picked up his Hammer and dashed for the fields, yelling "Snotlout, Snotlout, oi, oi, oi!"

Arachne watched him go, a look of confusion on her face. "What are those two even doing with the yaks, anyway?"

"It's a little complicated –" Astrid began quickly, but Fishlegs interrupted her.

"_Sure_ it is," he butted in. "Like it's so complicated that herbivores all over the island are having their mating season, and that Mulch and Bucket are trying to breed more yaks for the farm before winter sets in."

"Ew," said Arachne, having heard enough.

"Thank you _so much_, Fishlegs," growled Astrid, holding up her swords.

Hiccup would later remember that particular instant as the moment everything became clear to him. The scrawny Haddock boy excitedly raced over to Fishlegs and tapped his arms, unable to contain himself.

"I've figured it out!" he exclaimed. "It's the herbivores' mating season, Fishlegs! That's what's riling Twinhorn up so much!"

Immediately, Snaketail paused in her restless pacing. "Wait, so let me get this straight," she said. "Twinhorn is rampaging all over Berk and destroying houses because she's _lusting for a male Diablos_."

"Um, when you put it that way…" Fishlegs tried to amend, but wisely trailed off.

"Then that odd scent on her scale must be some sort of hormone that's driving her into this crazy aggressive state," concluded Batwings. "We had better find a male Diablos and fast, before she tries to take out her frustration on the village again and seals her fate."

No sooner were the words out of his mouth when the sound of a horn pealed over the farming lands, coming from the village. More horns sounded with it, and the gang could distantly hear the adult Vikings running into battle.

"Looks like we just ran out of time," sighed Arachne.

"No!" barked Snaketail, startling them all. "We need to find Stoick and tell him what's going on. If we can get just a little more time, we can fix this!"

She let out a sharp whistle, and her Grapple Grounder slithered down from the roof and obediently leapt over to her side. Pulling herself up onto the saddle that Gobber had made for her, the Grundenson girl muttered, "Come on, Horrorcow. We've got a friend to rescue."

"Horrorcow?" repeated Ruff. "I don't see any cows. I just see yaks."

"Interesting name," said Hiccup, looking over Snaketail and her mount.

"Well, she's kind of scary-looking and she likes cabbage, so…" she told him, shrugging. "Anyway, we've got work to do, right?"

Nodding, Hiccup turned to the group and gave the call to action. "Alright, gang. We've got to find Twinhorn a boyfriend before she destroys the village."

Just then, Snotlout made his appearance amongst them again, walking up to the barn and just catching the end of Hiccup's sentence. "Astrid needs a boyfriend? Well, I'm not trying to make biased recommendations or anything, but I definitely consider myself – YAAAUGH!"

His slightly flirtatious remark ended in a scream as Astrid shoved him to the ground and slammed the heel of her leather boot onto his belly.

"Just be thankful it wasn't one of these," she snarled as she stalked away, holding up one of her Midnight Blackwings.

* * *

><p><strong>Village Plaza<strong>

The familiar sounds of a certain irate Black Diablos reached the Monster Riders' ears well before they reached the village plaza. It only took them a moment to gather their monsters and fly toward the square, from which some Vikings ran in fear while even more Vikings charged toward with various weapons held high.

The distinctive rushing noise of wind over monster wings was in the air when Hiccup and his fellow riders flew toward the plaza, ready to put an end to Twinhorn's destructive temper tantrum once and for all.

Hiccup gave the rest of the gang their orders as they flew into battle. "Alright, we're going to do just as we've done these past few days. Astrid, Fishlegs, and Snotlout will keep Twinhorn occupied from the sky. Batwings and I will join you once we inform my dad of what's going on. Ruff, Tuff, Arachne, I need you three to fly into the woods and find a male Diablos to lure back here. Remember, it'll have regular brown scales, not black."

"You've got it, boss!" cried Tuff. He and King winged their way toward the forest, followed by Ruff and Queen, with Arachne and Venomwing close behind them.

"Let's go make this old girl mad!" cheered Astrid, and she steered Blackhawk toward the battle just ahead. Snotlout and Fishlegs went with her.

"Hiccup!" called Snaketail, just as he and Batwings were about to go and find the Chief. "What about me?"

"You go with Lout and the others," the Haddock boy told her. "You should wait in the wings just in case you're needed. It's your monster, after all."

Understanding his orders perfectly, Snaketail gave him a determined nod and patted Horrorcow's neck, indicating that she follow the monsters flying toward the plaza. With a squeal, the Grapple Grounder obeyed.

The Haddock boy and the Siren found Stoick the Vast running down the steps from the house they shared, a Switch Axe in hand and charging on a direct course toward the plaza. It was brutally obvious what his intentions were as he headed toward the scene of battle in the village below.

"Dad!" called Hiccup, swooping over him.

"No time, Hiccup!" came the gruff reply. "This has gone on for long enough. I'm going to put an end to this menace."

"You can't do that!" objected Batwings. "In fact, we just found out what's making Twinhorn so grumpy."

Stoick was so surprised that he stopped in his tracks, which gave Hiccup the opportunity to jump in and hurriedly explain what they had discovered. When he had finished his explanation, his father was nodding thoughtfully.

"Alright, that makes sense," the Chief conceded, activating the mechanism on his Switch Axe that folded up the blade into a harmless position. "So, how're you going to find a male Diablos in this chaos?"

"Arachne and the twins are flying over the forest right now, trying to locate one," Batwings told him. "Astrid, Lout, and Tail are in the plaza, trying to fend off Twinhorn until they get back."

When Stoick nodded again, it was a gesture of understanding. He cupped his hands out and bellowed, "Riders, follow my lead!" before continuing on his way down to the plaza, with a trio of Vikings mounted on Gronckles flanking him from behind.

"We should aid them," Hiccup told Batwings.

"They're going to need all the help they can get," he agreed. "Let's go, Mocktalk!"

The Qurupeco and Gore Magala shot off toward the battle, where bursts of flame and flying rocks launched from catapults were flying every which way. In the center of it all stood Twinhorn, a ragged, earsplitting screech tearing out of her throat as she whipped her tail and swung her intact horn at anything that caught her eye. She seemed more aggressive than she ever had been, if that was possible.

"Hiccup!" came the cry, and Hiccup turned to see Astrid and Blackhawk flying toward him. "She's completely out of control! Our monsters are hardly doing anything to distract her!"

"We don't want her to be driven away this time," he reminded her. "We just want her occupied until the twins and Arachne show up."

Almost immediately after he said that, a bellowing roar rang out across the village, deeper than Twinhorn's and loud enough to startle the fighting Vikings below.

"Wow, that was fast," Hiccup remarked.

Ruff and Tuff came flying overhead, with Queen and King shooting bursts of fire down upon the ground. Directly below them was a huge male Diablos, a regular mud brown in color and slightly larger than Twinhorn. From the way he flinched away from the fire blasts that goaded him forward, Hiccup could tell that he was of the normal Diablos temperament – slightly timid, yet not afraid to use its strength in battle.

And it was going to have to right now. Upon seeing the intruder, Twinhorn roared and rushed him hostilely with her single horn. The other Diablos bellowed in response and ran out of the way, allowing the Black Diablos to charge straight through a house.

"I thought she was supposed to calm down right about now!" called Stoick from below.

"Yeah, I wasn't really expecting this either," replied Hiccup, his expression becoming slightly nervous.

But he had spoken too soon. Twinhorn smashed her way out of the house and stomped toward the male Diablos, growling. He matched her growl with one of his own and shook his head impressively, displaying his horns. That did nothing to deter Twinhorn, who lunged forward with horn thrust out – only to get it caught between the horns of the male, who had met her lunge with one of his own.

"Oh yeah, Diablos fight!" whooped Snotlout. "Did anyone bring snacks for this show?"

The two Diabloses struggled back and forth, pushing and shoving each other with their horns in a test of strength. When Twinhorn would aggressively push forward in an attempt to win, the male would growl and stand his ground before advancing with slow, struggling steps. It was almost like an arm-wrestling contest between the Thorston twins, Hiccup realized – tense, tedious, and with no apparent winner.

Without warning, the male Diablos took a huge step forward and gave a huge shove with his horns, knocking Twinhorn out of their wrestling match. Furious at having lost, the Black Diablos bellowed deafeningly before taking a whack at her opponent with her tail. Unperturbed, the male smartly jumped out of the way before smacking her across the snout with his own club.

His attention totally riveted on the contest of strength down below, Hiccup could vaguely hear Ruff and Tuff cheering, "Diablos fight! Ole! Ole!"

From her position just behind Horrorcow's head, Snaketail was cheering too. She wanted her monster to go back to normal. She wanted the male Diablos to teach her a lesson!

The two flying wyverns had locked horns again, with Twinhorn as the initiator. Back and forth the great brutes struggled, their strength seemingly even. Stoick and the rest of the Vikings, and the teens circling on their monsters high above, were enraptured as they looked on from the sidelines.

Suddenly, Twinhorn lunged forward and threw the male away, roaring triumphantly. But the other Diablos wasn't hurt, even as he toppled onto his side and flattened an unfortunate wheelbarrow. He got up and charged forward with tremendous speed, headbutting Twinhorn in her exposed belly, the points of his horns intentionally pointed down to prevent any permanent injuries. The Black Diablos, totally surprised, didn't even have time to struggle as her foe shoved her into a torch, toppling the massive structure.

Vikings screamed and ran out of the way as the gigantic torch came falling down on top of yet another house with a terrible, deafening crash. Twinhorn lost her balance and fell onto her back, groaning softly. The other Diablos raised his head and let out a victorious screech, spreading his wings in celebration.

"He did it!" cried Snaketail, applauding wildly. The other teens joined in, and soon all of the villagers were clapping and whistling as well. Everyone was equally happy that Twinhorn had been brought down at last.

The Black Diablos groaned again and suddenly rolled over onto her belly, before planting her feet on the ground and getting back up. She seemed completely calm for the first time in weeks, not even lashing her tail in anger as the male came up and gently butted his head against hers, a gesture of affection.

_Good game,_ he seemed to be saying.

The Monster Riders, knowing that they were safe, landed their monsters and dismounted. The plaza looked completely trashed, but Hiccup found comfort in the fact that they probably would never have to worry about such destruction again.

"Now Twinhorn's probably going to go back to her normal, calm, brown-as-can-be self," Batwings said with satisfaction.

"I can't wait," replied Snaketail, relieved. "It's so good to know that this whole nightmare is over."

"Hang on," Tuffnut spoke up. "We did this so that Twinhorn would _stop_ breaking stuff? What's the point of that?"

"Look on the bright side," suggested Ruffnut. "At least that gives us a lot more un-broken stuff to break." She smirked as her brother lightened up at this idea, and they banged helmets in celebration.

Snaketail stood there with a small smile on her face as Twinhorn and the male lumbered off back toward the woods. She wasn't worried – she knew that her monster would come back to her when she was good and ready.

Possibly with little Diablos children nipping at her heels.

* * *

><p><em>Anger is powerful, but it is seldom controlled. And sometimes, the only way to be rid of it is to find a rather unexpected solution.<em>

_Now that Twinhorn will soon be a mother, I doubt we'll have to worry about any more temper tantrums for a good long while._

* * *

><p><strong>The Black Diablos has been stated to be a female in breeding season, so... hopefully she calms down soon.<strong>

**And that's that! How'd I do on this episode of my own invention, readers? Be sure to let me know, please! (Sorry if it was a bit shorter than what you were expecting.)**

**The next exciting chapter will come soon, I promise! Review in the meantime, if you will.**

**Next time: In Monsters We Trust**
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_**Chapter 8**_

_**In Monsters We Trust Part 1**_

* * *

><p><em>As you fly through life, it's always good to know who you can trust and who you can't.<em>

_I know I can always count on Sightless. And it's important for him to know that, no matter what, he can count on me._

* * *

><p><strong>Sea Around Berk, Early Afternoon<strong>

The scrawny, light frame of Hiccup and the slightly less scrawny, light frame of Snaketail plummeted through thin air on a direct collision course with the briny sea below. Strangely, neither of them were panicking.

Instead, the two teens had calm, peaceful expressions on their faces as they fell toward the ocean, wind whipping at their hair and lashing at their faces. Neither of them looked particularly worried about the fate that awaited them.

And with good reason. An animalistic scream and a rumbling roar suddenly tore through the blue sky, and the dark shapes of Sightless and Twinhorn flew into view as they dove after their falling riders. Just before the two hit the surface, the monsters gained enough speed to swoop underneath them and make simultaneous catches – which they did perfectly, as both Hiccup and Snaketail landed on their backs.

"Good job, bud!" exclaimed Hiccup. He slipped his foot back into Sightless' stirrup and steered the Gore Magala back toward the other Monster Riders, who were flying nearby. "That was a little close, though."

"That was so awesome, Twinhorn!" Snaketail told her enthusiastically, patting the side of her jaw. The Black Diablos grunted affectionately and clumsily followed Sightless, back toward the group.

"You and Twinhorn are cooperating like nothing ever happened," commented Batwings. "I'm glad to see that you're both doing well."

"Yeah, I'm happy to have Twinhorn back!" chirped Arachne.

Snaketail blushed and focused her eyes on the saddle underneath her.

Hiccup looped back from his usual position at the front of their flight formation and cruised up beside Fishlegs, who was practically sweating buckets as he flew atop Heatray.

"It's your turn, Legs," said the Haddock boy. "Jump."

Indeed, today's lesson in the Berk Monster Academy was that of voluntarily hurling one's self off of a monster's back. Hiccup had coined the phrase 'trust exercises', because the entire point was to see how far someone could trust their monster companion. So far, everyone except Snotlout and Fishlegs had gone – the latter for obvious reasons.

"I don't want to jump!" squeaked Fishlegs, peering over Heatray's neck and at the sea far below.

"It's a trust exercise," sighed Hiccup, explaining it for what felt like the millionth time. "You have to trust that Heatray will catch you."

For once in his life, Fishlegs put his foot down and said stubbornly, "I like to do my trusting on the ground, thank you very much."

Snotlout overheard from his position beside Fishlegs and yelled over in a sneering voice, "You do it like this, Chicken-legs!" The Jorgenson boy then lifted both arms and simply slid off of Snotsnarl's neck, his yell of "WAAAAA-HOOOOOO!" growing fainter and fainter as he plummeted.

Everyone waited for Snotsnarl to dive after his rider. Hilariously, though, the Tigrex kept flying straight ahead, his bored-looking eyes staring straight ahead.

Batwings started snickering. "Should we mention something to Snotsnarl?" he chuckled.

"Let me sleep on it," smirked Ruffnut.

"Snotsnarl, get him!" called Astrid, and the monster glanced up at her in confusion.

But when Blackhawk screeched something to him and jabbed her beak in the direction of the ocean, he looked down and caught sight of the Jorgenson boy falling toward certain doom.

"Not feeling the trust!" screamed Snotlout, racing toward his very hard and very unforgiving destination – the ground.

The gang, it seemed, had just passed over the ocean and were back above Berk. While the arrogant boy could potentially be saved if he fell into the sea, there was absolutely no chance that he would survive a meeting with solid earth.

And Snotsnarl knew that. With a panicked roar, the Tigrex folded his wings and streaked down in a yellow-and-blue blur after Snotlout. Luckily, he caught up to his rider in a heartbeat and caught him in his jaws by the scruff of his shirt. Having completed the rescue, Snotsnarl flared his wings, but it was much too late to bring his fall to a stop by catching an air current.

"We're coming in too hot!" came Snotlout's cry, which floated up faintly into the rest of the gang's ears. Then came a faint crashing sound as they smashed through the roof of a lonely house, which rested on a small plateau high above the village.

Of course, it was Mildew's house.

"He's so dead," breathed Arachne, almost in awe of how much proverbial yak dung Snotlout had just landed himself in.

"Especially after what happened earlier today," added Snaketail.

Astrid looked at her concernedly and asked, "Why, what happened?"

Blushing again, this time from embarrassment, Snaketail said, "Well, you see…"

* * *

><p><strong>Flashback<strong>

_Earlier that day, Snotlout and Snaketail had been flying above Berk on their respective dragons, Hookfang and Horrorcow. The Grundenson hadn't been with the Grapple Grounder for very long, and thus had accepted her friend's offer to help her get the hang of flying on a dragon._

_Horrorcow, for one, was much lighter and thinner than Twinhorn, Snaketail's usual mount, and had a different, undulating flight pattern that really took getting used to. The only handholds to be seen were either the saddle or Horrorcow's horns, which were short and hard to get a good grip on. And the excitable Grounder was constantly correcting her flight pattern every time she got distracted by something, sometimes in ways that made Snaketail's stomach lurch._

"_Alright, time for Dragon Training 101!" shouted Snotlout. "First thing's first, you want to make sure you have total control over your dragon! For example, once Hookfang and I get flying, I can get him to turn in any direction I want!"_

_Snotlout jerked on Hookfang's horns, but the Monstrous Nightmare snorted and suddenly did a barrel roll, nearly flinging his rider clear off of his neck._

"_We're still working on that one," the Jorgenson amended. "So, now that you've – what do you think you're doing?!" he suddenly yelled._

_Horrorcow had spotted a seabird, and was now diving after it with her tongue lolling excitedly out of her mouth. Snaketail shrieked in reply, "I'm trying to get 'total control over my dragon'! And it's not workiiiiiiiiiing!"_

_Her scream reached its crescendo as Horrorcow altered her flight path into a near vertical dive as she chased the seabird, which squawked and quickly flapped out of the way. Quicker than a snake, Horrorcow zoomed upwards, cracking her flexible body like a whip and flinging Snaketail off of her with the sudden change in direction._

"_For the love of Odin!" exclaimed Snotlout. He jerked again on Hookfang's horns, and Hookfang responded correctly this time, flying downwards after the girl._

_The Monstrous Nightmare suddenly pulled up once he was underneath Snaketail, successfully catching her on his snout. But he was too close to the ground to catch a thermal and rise back into the air, so his wings did nothing to help him get out of an out-of-control crash-landing into Mildew's cabbage farm._

"_Mildew!" screeched Snaketail. "Look out!"_

_Looking up from his field, Mildew caught sight of them and flung himself out of the way with a scream, landing on his sheep Fungus. Hookfang smashed into the ground, plowing a large trench through the fertile soil as he slowly skidded to a stop._

"_That," gasped Snotlout, slumping over the Nightmare's head exhaustedly, "was too close."_

"_Not close enough," warned Snaketail, pointing at the furious old man who was picking himself up off of Fungus._

_Horrorcow just squeaked innocently from her perch on Mildew's roof, eyeing them with something that looked suspiciously like amusement._

* * *

><p>When Snaketail had finished her story, the rest of the Monster Riders were wide-eyed. Arachne in particular was impressed, as she said ecstatically, "You're lucky you didn't get your geese cooked right then and there! Mildew must have been <em>raging<em>!"

A very familiar shout suddenly came up from below, just as Snotsnarl flew up from the distant cabbage farm at a frantic pace and fell into formation with the others.

"You'll pay for this!" yelled Mildew. Hiccup could just make out the speck of a man shaking his fist at them.

"Something tells me we're going to be hearing about this," muttered the Chief-to-be.

"I totally meant to do that," insisted Snotlout airily, earning himself a glare from Hiccup, Snaketail, and Astrid. "What?! I did!"

* * *

><p><strong>Hiccup's House, Dusk<strong>

Dinner started out as an ordinary enough affair. Hiccup was sitting at the table, eating a meal of chicken legs and clams alongside Batwings, and both of them would occasionally toss a leg or shellfish over to Sightless and Torch.

But when Stoick came back from his Chiefly duties around the island, everything started to go downhill. The massive man didn't look happy at all as he stormed up to the table, sat down in an empty chair – almost snapping its wooden legs when his rear end hit the seat – and slammed a very flat, broken piece of wood down on the table. He silently glared at the two boys in front of him as if daring them to speak.

Anyone else would have been intimidated, but Hiccup and Batwings weren't just 'anyone else'. The Haddock boy commented sarcastically, "Shingle again? Didn't we have roofing material for dessert last night?"

Batwings snickered at his friend's smart remark and piled on with mockingly, "Where's the seasoning? Hiccup, pass the paint."

Stoick intensified his glare, unamused.

"It was an accident, Dad," sighed Hiccup, dropping his act. "I'm sure Mildew's making it sound worse than it actually is."

"A Tigrex and a huge, obnoxious boy crashed through his roof," claimed Stoick. "And remember what happened just this morning, to his cabbage patch?"

"Well," Batwings mused, "I know it sounds worse when you stick to the facts."

"Of _all_ the houses to crash through," the Chief continued, dead serious, "Snotlout had to crash through Mildew's. You know he hates monsters more than anyone else!"

Sightless was growling his agreement, turning his head so that he was 'staring' right at Hiccup. "Just whose side are you on?" his rider asked exasperatedly.

Torch snorted at Batwings as well, who responded, "Like it's my fault Snotlout crashed. Neither he nor Snotsnarl is exactly the smoothest flier around."

Stoick raised his hand for quiet, and Hiccup and Batwings went silent. He began one of his lectures, saying, "Look, you two. And Hiccup especially… I gave you the responsibility of training Berk's monsters. Everyone knows that! All eyes are upon you, son and dragon. Whatever those beasts do reflects on you, and whatever _you_ do reflects on _me_! You and your friends are going to go back to Mildew's and fix that roof. _Without _your monsters," he added with emphasis.

Hiccup sighed, wisely giving in. "I'm sorry, Dad, you're right."

_That wasn't so bad,_ he thought privately. _We probably could have gotten off worse._

"Got a break there, Torch," Batwings muttered to the juvenile Typhoomerang, who grunted in agreement. He fluttered up into his usual perch on the rafters while Torch flew outside to sleep on the roof with Mocktalk.

Hiccup swiftly slid off of his chair and immediately began making his way up to his room, with Sightless loyally following, but he wasn't fast enough to avoid what he knew was coming next.

"Not so fast!" ordered Stoick, making him freeze in his tracks. "Aren't you forgetting something?"

"Uh…" Hiccup replied. He wasn't sure if he should answer that or just feign ignorance.

But a reply wasn't necessary, as he suddenly found himself holding onto Stoick's boots. "It's Boot Night," his father informed him. "They need to be aired out for next week."

"UGH!" gagged Hiccup, pinching his nose and holding the putrid footwear out at arm's length. In a nasally tone, he complained, "It's gonna take a lot more than air to 'air' these out, if you ask me…"

Trying to breathe through his mouth and ignore Batwings' snickering at the same time, the scrawny boy stumbled outside while retching – and that wasn't him just trying to be dramatic. After wearing one pair of boots nonstop for a full week, a Viking's footwear could become so disgustingly smelly that not even a scavenger Remobra could stomach it.

All over the village, Vikings were opening their front doors and walking outside with their equally repulsive boots and similar expressions on their faces.

"I hate Boot Night," moaned Fishlegs on one side of the village, throwing the boots out in front of the house.

In another part of the village, the Thorston twins were pushing and shoving at each other, taking turns in holding their parents' boots up to their noses. Tuffnut was particularly disgusted as he grimaced, "Why is his left foot always so much smellier than his right?!"

Astrid had a clothespin on her nose as she threw two pairs of boots outside, while Arachne didn't even risk _touching_ her pair, instead preferring to kick them away.

"Oh no," Snotlout was muttering. He took an involuntary sniff of his father, Spitelout's, boots and instantly turned pale green, puffing out his cheeks with a sound like a Puff Nadder belching.

Within two lashes of a Lagiacrus' tail, every Viking in the village was inside their houses, eager to get away from the aromas wafting from their boots.

Thus, there was no one to see an unknown creature stalk into the village, on the prowl for a meal and leaving lion-like footprints behind in the newly-fallen snow…

* * *

><p><strong>Morning<strong>

When Stoick woke up that morning and wandered outside to grab his (hopefully) aired-out boots, barefooted, he was shocked awake to see that the leathery footwear was gone, leaving no trace behind.

"Where are my boots?" he wondered. He would never admit it, but his feet were already freezing cold from being outside in the frigid morning air.

"They've all been stolen," growled Gobber, limping over with his peg leg and one bare foot. "Ev'ry last one! I bet its trolls!"

"Oh, so that explains why my feet are so cold!" said Bucket, who was standing in a patch of snow.

Mulch hastily pulled his friend away before his feet could get frostbite. "Who could have done such a thing?" the portly Viking wondered, just as bewildered as everyone else.

Then Mildew and Fungus stalked over. Hiccup, who had just walked past his father to get outside, noticed that, of course, Mildew's boots were there on his feet where they were supposed to be. He supposed that whomever the thief was, he or she hadn't bothered climbing all the way up to the old man's house.

Still, that didn't stop Mildew from pointing any spidery fingers. "All I know is that, whoever it was, they left a mighty _big_ footprint," he said menacingly. He swung his staff toward a pair of paw prints that had been left behind in a patch of snow.

Now that Hiccup looked around, he could see that there were footprints in almost every patch of snow around the house. He could only assume that there were more down in the village.

"Oh, these are Lucent Nargacuga tracks!" chirped Fishlegs, who had arrived with Mulch and Bucket. He was examining the footprints closely as he continued, "You can tell by the half-moon-shaped arches made by the claws, which are retractable, and slightly longer than the black-furred and Green Nargacuga subspecies – but that's Monster 101, guys. I don't need to fill you in on _that_."

Batwings was now awake and outside with everyone else – groggy and cranky at being woken up so early, but awake. "So a monster walked through the village," he grunted. "A Lucent Nargacuga, according to my friend Fishlegs. Is it a crime for a monster to take a little midnight stroll?"

"That doesn't mean he took everyone's boots," added Hiccup.

Mildew looked smug as he replied, "Well, there's only one way to find out for sure – follow the footprints."

Everyone decided to do just that. Stoick, Gobber, and Mildew led the way, following the snow in the direction the footprints pointed. Hiccup, Fishlegs, and the others tagged along close behind, walking down the steps and into the village plaza. Curious Vikings, also missing their boots, decided to go with them as the small party passed their houses.

Finally, near the edge of the village on a cliff overlooking the harbor, the journey stopped. A pile of boots sat there, dangerously close to the edge. They were all ripped and torn, as if they had been used as chew toys for baby wyverns.

"So it's a pile of ripped-up boots!" Hiccup protested lamely. "That doesn't prove –"

Mildew coughed loudly, drawing their attention, and chucked a small rock at a spot next to where the boots lay. The pebble bounced off of something invisible, and with a furious hiss, a Lucent Nargacuga appeared before their very eyes. It looked pretty mad that it had been woken up.

"Okay, he took the boots," muttered Hiccup grudgingly.

The cat-like pseudowyvern glared at them and rattled its tail menacingly, before glancing in befuddlement at the pile of footwear that, in its eyes, had mysteriously appeared there while it had been sleeping. It sniffed at them curiously, then immediately jumped off the cliff and soared away with a disgusted, screeching yowl.

"From that, I take it the boots needed another week of aeration anyway," chuckled Batwings.

The Vikings weren't amused. One yelled, "How're we supposed to do any work in this cold without our boots?"

Another shouted, "This is outrageous!"

"How much more of this can we stand from these monsters?" demanded Mildew. His voice was answered with shouts of agreement.

Gobber stepped forward, giving the crowd such a look of disapproval that they quieted quickly. The blacksmith muttered in a voice dripping with disdain, "Listen to yerselves… 'My feet are cold!'" he added mockingly. "Yer Vikings, everythin' is cold! I'll fix yer boots up for yeh. Ye'll be back ta work in no time."

He then stalked off, muttering about 'trolls' and 'setting up booby traps around his skivvies'.

"You heard Gobber," Stoick called commandingly, taking charge. "You'll all be getting your boots back, good as new."

Predictably, Mildew was aghast as he protested, "That's it?! No consequences for these monsters?!"

"A few boots were stolen, Mildew," growled Batwings. "I don't think it's the end of the world."

"Oh, I'm not so sure," the old man growled right back. "These are wild beasts we're talkin' about. There's no telling what they'll do behind our sleeping backs."

"You do have a point," noted Hiccup, causing Mildew to perform a double take and say "Wha…?"

"These are wild animals that need to be looked after," added Batwings, nodding wisely.

"And what do _you_ have to complain about?" inquired Fishlegs, pointing to Mildew's feet.

Saying no more, the old man snarled under his breath and stormed away, Fungus in the crook of his arm as usual. The sheep let out a forlorn bleat as he was carried off.

As the Vikings crowded around the pile of boots in order to retrieve their own pair and bring them to Gobber's forge, Hiccup looked around the scene of the crime. The Lucent Nargacuga, he noticed, had left a footprint behind in some snow when it had taken off – and compared to the older one that was right next to it, it was almost twice as deep.

Frowning, Hiccup turned back to the boots and saw something that only made his frown deepen further. There was a half-eaten Kelbi carcass poking out from the rapidly-disappearing pile.

_Hmm, something definitely isn't right here,_ he realized, _but I'm not sure right. I'll gather the others later and maybe we can figure something out._

* * *

><p><strong>The Riders' Catapult Tower<strong>

Later that morning, just before everyone was due to have lunch in the Great Hall, Hiccup gathered up the Monster Riders and brought them to the top of their usual catapult tower. He informed them about what he had noticed after the Lucent Nargacuga flew away, and everyone agreed that it seemed a little odd. Now, they were all trying to come up with a solution to prevent any more of these suspicious things happened.

But it didn't help when part of the group wasn't intelligent enough to comprehend the magnitude of the situation.

"We're going on night patrol," Hiccup suddenly informed them.

"Night patrol? I love it!" jumped in Tuffnut, excitedly, but then asked seriously, "What is it?"

Arachne rolled her eyes and gave him a simple explanation. "It's where we patrol the village, at night. You know, to keep an eye on the monsters and make sure they don't get blamed for anything else."

"Oh, that makes more sense," the male Thorston said.

"See, Tuff?" smirked Astrid. "Even a ten-year old got it before you." That remark got her a wide, beaming smile from said ten-year old.

"I'm out," Batwings announced, hanging above them from his talons. "I can barely stay awake at twilight, so I doubt I can stay awake any later than that."

"I can't go either," Arachne said regretfully. "I have to be in bed at sunset."

"H-Have you cleared this with our parents?" blurted Fishlegs, sounding hesitant. "Because _some of us_ aren't allowed out after a certain hour."

Snotlout sneered, "Not allowed, or afraid?"

The pudgy Ingerman's eyes widened with fear, and he said in a harsh, desperate whisper, "Hey, _things_ happen after dark!"

"Guys, we have to do this!" interrupted Hiccup, sounding like he was reaching the end of his patience. "You know Mildew – he wants our monsters, every monster, banished from Berk."

"Permission to shoot first and ask questions later!" volunteered Ruffnut.

"Permission to skip the question!" added Tuff. He got a grin of approval from his sister.

"We're just patrolling," Snaketail said calmly, but Hiccup knew that she was trying to stop herself from blowing up. "No one is shooting anything, not if you want Mildew to stay unhappy and the monsters to stay on Berk."

Scowling, Snotlout demanded, "Here's a question – _where's the fun in that?_"

"It's not supposed to be fun," Astrid told him sternly, then added, "it _is_ one of Hiccup's ideas."

"What's that supposed to mean?" asked Hiccup, but only got a smirk from the Hofferson girl.

Arachne piped up just then. "If we're going on night patrol, we're gonna need a name for it! People will take us more seriously if it looks like we know what we're doing."

"That's not actually a bad idea," agreed Hiccup. "Any ideas?"

"The Anti-Mildew League, perhaps?" grinned Batwings.

"How about the Monster Brigade?" suggested Snaketail.

"'Brigade' is a good word," commented Fishlegs. "But why don't we use that for a different name. Like – the 'Dragons United with Monsters Brigade'."

"Too long," grunted Tuff.

Hiccup thought it over, then said, "We'll shorten it a bit, then. Let's call it the 'Dragons and Unified Monsters Brigade'."

They quickly worked out the rest of the details, including the design of special sashes (which Snotlout immediately claimed credit for) and the orientation of shifts so that no one fell asleep on the job. But Astrid quickly found something wrong with their idea that she was less than comfortable about but unwilling to point out to the rest.

The only problem with being a 'Dragons and Unified Monsters Brigade' was that, as a short form, they had no choice but to be called 'DUMB'.

Which might have been sitting well for Snotlout, but definitely not Astrid.

* * *

><p><strong>Village Plaza, Midnight<strong>

While the rest of Berk's Vikings turned in for the day, feet snug in their boots at last after an entire day of working in the cold, the Monster Riders took turns patrolling their island. Most monsters slept at night, but Hiccup was still worried due to the presence of primarily-nocturnal monsters on the island that might cause trouble. That only reinforced the fact that someone needed to keep an eye on them.

But for how long? Were the Riders supposed to do this every night of their lives, just to make sure Mildew didn't have an excuse to banish the monsters? Just how far did they need to go in order to prevent that?

It was the second shift of the night, and Hiccup, Fishlegs, and Snotlout were out patrolling, each wearing sashes that read 'DUMB' (unfortunately) across their chests. While Hiccup rode Sightless through the pitch-black skies, Snotlout and Snotsnarl scoured the land. The Jorgenson led his Tigrex through the streets with a Thunderbug lantern in his hand (Thunderbugs were similar to fireflies, but produced electric shocks alongside glowing light), but suddenly halted their progress upon hearing a noise coming from Gobber's forge.

"Who goes there?" called Snotlout.

"Take a wild guess," replied Gobber, emerging from the shadows of his smithy with a menacing-looking Switch Axe in place of his hook.

"And what do you think you're doing at this hour?" Snotlout demanded haughtily.

"Guardin' me undies from trolls," the blacksmith growled. "What, yeh think they're gonna guard themselves?"

Instead of moving on like anyone else would have, Snotlout grew annoyed. "I don't think I like your attitude," he said threateningly.

"Right back at ya," Gobber responded evenly.

"Yeah," Snotlout declared smugly, "but I'm the one with the sash." He pointed to the band of leather across his sizeable chest and smirked cockily. As he did so, Snotsnarl wandered off, bored out of his skull.

"Lemme take a closer look at that," snorted Gobber, snagging the sash on the end of his Switch Axe. He read with some amusement, "'Dumb'. Heh, suits you."

Meanwhile, Fishlegs was wandering around on the opposite end of town under the protective shadow of Heatray. While the Gravios looked unconcerned, the Ingerman boy looked increasingly nervous as his thoughts jumped about all over the place, imagining all the terrifying things that could be lurking about at night. Going up against rampaging monsters during the day was scary enough, but confronting a nocturnal Nerscylla or Iodrome in the dead of night was too frightening to even bear thinking about.

Suddenly, a twig snapped nearby, and that was all it took to snap Fishlegs too. The husky boy dropped his lantern on the ground and ran for his house, screaming. Heatray grunted and lumbered off after him.

A bush rustled, and Snotsnarl's head poked out. The pseudowyvern snorted with amusement before slinking away to continue his patrol.

Overhead, Hiccup and Sightless soared around the village one last time. Their shift would end soon, and he wanted to make sure that he didn't miss anything. But he needn't have worried – as he swooped low over Berk on his monster companion's back, all the monsters he saw were sleeping, slumbering, snoring, and a combination of the three.

"Well, Mildew will be happy when he learns what monsters do at night," the scrawny boy murmured. "They sleep, just like everyone else."

Sightless let out a soft scream as he angled his wings to land in front of Hiccup's house. Hiccup knew that Snotlout would go fetch Astrid, Snaketail, and the twins so that they could start their shift. But in the meantime, all he wanted to do was get as much rest as he could before morning came.

Completely relaxed, Hiccup walked silently up the stairs toward his room, sure that nothing could go wrong that night.

How wrong he was.

For as he and Sightless slept deeply, an unknown creature scuttled up the steps to the Meade Hall and advanced inside, past the huge doors that were thrown open by the bitterly cold wind. The monster, hidden under the cover of night, went on a silent rampage, damaging everything that it could with its massive claws. Benches were scarred and banners were torn, but none of the food was taken – the monster's only motive was the need to destroy.

* * *

><p><strong>So, what could be the outcome of this? Will Mildew succeed in getting the monsters banished? And if they do, will the dragons be next to go?<strong>

**"Nerscylla" is the new English name of the monster better known as "Nerusukyura".**

**Send a review, leave feedback, and wait patiently for the next chapter to come!**
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_**Chapter 8**_

_**In Monsters We Trust Part 2**_

* * *

><p><strong>Meade Hall, Early Morning<strong>

A flock of colorful Deadly Nadders were soaring in the sky over the Meade Hall, waking up the village with their cheerful chirping. Unfortunately, something much more serious had just woken up more than a few villagers.

Hiccup and his friends had walked into the Meade Hall upon hearing Stoick's alarmed shout echo across the village. When they opened the doors, though, they were completely shocked at what they saw before them. Almost every surface in the vast room had been marred by fearsome marks that looked a bit like the work of a sword or other bladed weapon. Whatever it was, it had left many, many ugly gashes behind that made Hiccup wince when he laid eyes on them.

They walked around, observing the damage. Fishlegs was muttering to himself as he examined the damage up close, while Batwings looked unconcerned and Astrid looked distraught. Arachne and Snaketail had matching, stricken expressions on their faces. The twins, of course, were in awe of the destruction that had been wreaked.

"Who, or what, could have done such a thing?" asked Stoick. Hiccup was surprised to hear that he didn't sound mad – just confused. He assumed that that was a good sign.

Instantly, Fishlegs looked up from his examination and said eagerly, "Looks like a monster did it!"

"We don't know that for sure, _Fishlegs_," snapped Hiccup, heavily hinting that he should keep his mouth shut.

But he blabbed on, unaware of the hint. "Uh, sure we do. Look at these gashes – it was obviously a Shogun Ceanataur. The length and serrations of these scars are dead-on, and –"

"Once again," Hiccup interrupted tiredly, "_thank you_, Fishlegs."

He just muttered to himself sheepishly and blushed, unaware of his friend's sarcasm.

"But how could this happen?" asked Astrid. "My shift had every monster accounted for at all times! Did yours, Snotlout?"

Hiccup began to get a vague, uneasy feeling when he saw the normally-cocky Jorgenson fidget a little. "When you say 'every monster' and 'at all times', what exactly do you mean?" he asked quickly.

Facepalming, Snaketail murmured in a voice that suggested that she was trying not to lose it, "Okay, what happened, Snotlout?"

"Well," Snotlout began, trying to draw himself up in a dignified manner, "near the end of our shift, I was detaining a suspect who _didn't show sufficient respect to the sash_." He glared patronizingly at Gobber, who had just walked in.

"I think I showed sufficient respect to a sash that said 'dumb'," he replied with an even glare.

"We've really got to change that name," muttered Astrid.

"Needless to say," sneered Batwings. He ended up getting a prompt punch on his shoulder.

Forging ahead, Snotlout continued, "Anyway, while I was questioning said suspect" – he glared at Gobber again – "Snotsnarl may – and I'm not saying he _did_! – but it is possible that he wandered off for a few… uh… hours."

Everyone present exchanged glances. Tuff whispered dazedly, "Whoa. That's way longer than minutes."

"In other words, Snotsnarl and Snotlout must have left a Ceanataur slip past them," concluded Snaketail.

"Nice job, Lout," Astrid added with a growl.

There was a sudden *bang* as the doors to the Meade Hall opened. And there, strolling in to make everything infinitely worse, stood Mildew in his pajamas. "Oh no, the rumors are true. I came as quick as I could to see what had happened to the Meade Hall. So many memories – my three weddings, their three funerals. Oh, the funerals…" he sighed dramatically.

"The monster musta gone on a rampage," Gobber said seriously. "I hate ta say it, Stoick, but yer gonna hafta –"

He was quickly cut off by the Chief. "I know what has to be done, Gobber. Hiccup," he began anew, turning to his son, "starting tonight, and continuing each night afterwards, I want every monster on Berk under lock and key."

But was Mildew satisfied with that? No, he was never satisfied.

"What? That's it?!" he cried, absolutely outraged. "Look at what they did!"

He would have said more, but Arachne cut him off. "But this just doesn't make any sense!" she almost wailed. "A monster wouldn't come in here and randomly destroy the place! He didn't even touch any of the food!"

Stoick's gaze was firm, but it softened a little when he regarded the young girl. "I don't know why the monsters do what they do," he said gently, "but I can't let them do any more damage. My word is final."

The Philston girl slumped visibly. Hiccup sighed and motioned for the other Monster Riders to follow him. They knew exactly to where he was leading them, but although they didn't like it any more than he did, they were also wise enough to know that they didn't have a choice.

_Our monsters will be sleeping in cages from now on,_ Hiccup sighed inwardly. _What on Midgard could be worse?_

* * *

><p>Stoick silently watched his son and his friends go. Mildew left as well, presumably to his cabbage field to clean up the mess Snotlout had made the other day.<p>

As a father, he felt guilty for putting Hiccup through this. But he was the Chief, and he had already had many talks with the boy about how his duties to the village were important. If the monsters were causing so much damage, then he had no choice but to take measures to prevent that – even if it meant penalizing the beasts themselves.

_But still, it's deeply upsetting poor Hiccup,_ Stoick told himself.

Gobber must have heard his heavy sigh, because he limped up to his best friend and said reassuringly, "Yeh had ta cage the monsters, Stoick. Yeh had no choice!"

"I know," the elder Haddock replied. "But to Hiccup, when I punish them, I'm punishing him."

The blacksmith nodded and responded, with a hint of affection, "Yeah, tha' boy thinks the monsters can do no wrong."

"Gobber, you know what he's like," Stoick said, sighing again. "From the time he could crawl, he's been different. He doesn't listen, he has the attention span of a sparrow – granted, he's much better than he used to be, but nevertheless… Why, the last time I took him fishing, he went hunting for… for _trolls_!"

"Trolls exist!" Gobber said emphatically. "They steal yer socks. But only the left ones. What's with that?" He then walked away, muttering to himself.

Stoick only looked over at the doors to the Meade Hall, which had been left open just enough for him to see a black shape flying across the morning sky. The sight only made him guiltier.

_Cheer up,_ he told himself. _It's only for after dark. Hiccup and his friends can still spend time with their beasts. But… I just hope he understands that, while a father does what's best for his son, a Chief must do what's best for his village._

* * *

><p><strong>Berk Monster Academy, Twilight<strong>

The Monster Riders had spent all day with their monsters, as far away from the village as possible. They had all packed food for lunch and dinner, and ate in the woods. While on an ordinary day, it would have been fun, the mood wasn't exactly cheerful. The news that their monsters would be imprisoned every night deadened the excitement considerably.

Batwings was absent for the entire trip – he was with Mocktalk, taking advantage of the Qurupeco's vocal skills to inform the monster population that they were supposed to sleep in and around the academy from now on. He kept sending messages back to Hiccup via a trained Bnahabra, which all read things like "Just settled a personal space dispute between two Gypceri" and "Had problems getting a Zinogre to settle in, but it's all good now".

At the very end of the day, the Monster Riders packed up and flew their companions to the academy. It was crowded as could be, as monsters of all shapes and sizes were already starting to doze off for the night. Batwings and Mocktalk were sleeping as well, thoroughly exhausted from their day of work.

Hiccup stood next to Sightless as he forlornly watched the sun go down over the ocean. Exhaling slowly and heavily through his nose, the Haddock boy walked back into the arena and joined his friends one last time, before they would have to leave their monsters here for the night.

Fishlegs was crooning a lullaby to Heatray in order to soothe his anxiety, but the Gravios wouldn't hear of it. He swatted him away with a light smack from his armored tail, before turning away miserably and closing his eyes.

"That usually works!" cried Fishlegs, appalled. "His whole bedtime routine is upset! He won't even lick my feet, thanks to –"

The husky Ingerman turned to glare accusingly at Snotlout, who interrupted with a slash of his hand. "Watch it, Fishlegs," he snapped. "At least my monster doesn't need a lullaby and a blankie!"

Snotsnarl snorted with agreement, flicking his tail amusedly.

"Actually, it's all your fault that all the monsters have to sleep in jail," Ruffnut fumed.

Unexpectedly, Tuffnut agreed with her. "Yeah, you don't see our monsters letting other monsters go on a rampage and break stuff!"

Meanwhile, Queen and King laid down on their sides, resting their heads in their paws, while Twinhorn snarled at a Monoblos that had apparently offended her in some way. The Diablos rushed forward to bash her head against the other monsters', but as she did so, she stepped on a spare bucket and flattened it with a loud crunching noise.

"Well, any good stuff," Tuff amended.

Twinhorn let out a steaming snort at the Monoblos, who stumbled away in defeat.

"You know," Hiccup began thoughtfully, "I don't think a monster wrecked the Meade Hall, or stole the boots."

"Really? We had no idea," drawled Snaketail.

"None of us want to believe it either, Hiccup," Astrid replied, sadly. "But you saw the proof – the Ceanataur claw marks and the Nargacuga tracks."

"What proof?" scoffed Batwings, reluctantly waking up to join their debate. "We showed you the footprints yesterday, remember? They were supposed to have been made by a Nargacuga –"

"_Lucent_ Nargacuga, thank you," corrected Fishlegs.

"… but they were no deeper than my own tracks!" the Siren finished. "The footprint we saw the pseudowyvern make was practically deep enough to bathe in."

Arachne piped up, "To be fair, there are a few reasons why a monster would make light tracks."

"Like, duh, he was trying to be sneaky?" Ruff piled on.

"And there was a half-eaten Kelbi at the scene of the crime too," Fishlegs added. "And we all know that's a Nargacuga's favorite prey. If Hiccup's right, then whatever made the footprints could have lured him to that spot, and then piled the boots there to make it look like the monster did it."

While everyone thought about that, Astrid said slowly, "Well then, how do we explain the Meade Hall? It looked like a Shogun Ceanataur trashed the place, but none of the food was stolen."

"We had a lesson about the care and feeding of carapaceons just last week!" exclaimed Arachne, delighted to contribute with a bit of information. "Hiccup taught us that they're all simple-minded creatures that think about food most of the time."

"That's true," Hiccup himself confirmed, "but why wouldn't it take the food already lying around?"

Their conversation was interrupted by the sound of Twinhorn's roaring. The Monster Riders turned around to see her trying to chase away a real Shogun Ceanataur, which ignored her bellows and skittered forward with claws outstretched.

"Tail, do something about your Diablos, please," muttered Hiccup. "We're trying to think over here, you know."

"Yeah, I gave up thinking," Tuff said idly. "I've never been happier."

"Hey, she always does that when she gets annoyed," defended Snaketail.

Sightless sprang into action, bounding between Twinhorn and her crustaceous foe and shooing them away from each other with his wings and tail. The Ceanataur reluctantly backed up, slipping on the stone floor as it temporarily lost its balance. Its jointed legs left visible scrapes on the ground underneath it.

"Snaketail," warned Astrid.

"What? I'm not the boss of her!" the Grundenson girl protested.

Hiccup suddenly peered closer at the scrapes the carapaceon had left on the ground, white against the grey floor. Then, it was as if the sun suddenly rose in his head, illuminating the truth. "That's how I can explain the Meade Hall!" he suddenly burst out. "I have to tell my dad about this."

It only took a second for the Haddock boy to mount Sightless and take off for the Meade Hall, leaving many confused faces behind.

"And I'm going back to sleep," muttered Batwings. "Call me if something interesting happens."

The Siren lay down on the ground next to Mocktalk and said no more. The sun set further below the horizon, and a Zinogre could be heard howling somewhere in the distance.

"We should go too," Snotlout said grudgingly. "See you in the morning," he added to Snotsnarl, and trudged out of the academy.

The others followed suit, heading for what would likely be a not-very-good night's rest.

* * *

><p><strong>Village Plaza<strong>

The words that Sightless had overheard coming from his rider from inside the Meade Hall reiterated themselves in his head – "Hear me out, Dad. When a Shogun Ceanataur goes on a rampage, its legs scratch up the ground. Now look at the floor here – not one single scrape."

Somehow, Sightless was dubious that the big, burly Viking that called himself the Chief would be convinced. Instead of staying outside the Meade Hall and listening to the rest of the conversation, the Gore Magala decided to wander into the village. While there were no monsters or Vikings out and about, surely there would be some dragons to chase or something.

Sightless had spied a pair of Zipplebacks nesting on top of a roof, and was about to playfully spring on them, when his sharp ears heard something suspicious coming from another part of the village. He immediately went from an idle stance to a cautious one, keeping his dark body close to the ground and raising his wings in case they would be needed. Softly, the Gore Magala padded towards the source of the sound, sniffing along the ground for possible scents and keeping his ears focused for any other sounds.

Although he had no eyes, Sightless' superior senses led him to the Hooligan tribe's armory. Even from inside, he could smell the cold metal of dozens of Dual Blades, Hammers, Great Swords, and even Charge Blades.

The door suddenly swung open and rapped loudly against the side of the building, startling Sightless into freezing in place. When nothing else happened, the Gore Magala swept inside, his cloak sliding along the grass behind him. He wanted to catch whatever was making the noise – if it was another monster up to no good, then the smelly old Viking called 'Mildew' would definitely take advantage of it.

Eyeless as he was, though, Sightless never noticed the Viking who had been tossing a bucket of waste out of his window, and had seen Sightless meander into the armory. That Viking watched with eyes narrowed, waiting to see what would happen.

Ever so cautiously, the Gore Magala edged his way further into the armory, sniffing around in an effort to detect any abnormalities in the environment. Of course, it was difficult since he had never been into the armory before, but Sightless was one of the more intelligent monsters out there and was able to make inferences. For example, he assumed that it was normal that mold was growing on one of the walls, and that the metallic smell of iron and steel was all over the place. He couldn't tell the difference between a rusted weapon and a shining-like-new weapon, though – a Khezu's sniffer might be able to do that, but not his.

There was another rapping sound, this time caused by the window being flung open. Sightless could immediately feel the rush of cold air blowing in from outside on his carapace, and pulled himself up to the window by reaching up and hooking his claws onto the windowsill. There was no suspicious sound nor smell that he could detect.

But suddenly, the faint smell of smoke prompted Sightless to turn his head toward the back of the armory. Immediately, his heat vision – a sense that no human knew about – detected a bright spot of heat right in front of him, something that hadn't been there before. It was coming from a barrel resting in a dark corner, full of something whose scent didn't bode well. Sightless only knew of one thing that burned with that kind of heat signature –

Fire!

The sound of a terrible explosion shattered the still night air, startling the entire village. Even from the Meade Hall, the sound was audible, and Hiccup and Stoick immediately rushed out to what they initially thought was an attack by an enemy tribe. The junior Haddock noticed two things – that Sightless was gone, and that there was a flickering orange light coming from down in the village.

"The armory!" yelled Stoick, rushing down the steps and into the village. "Everyone, grab some buckets!"

Hiccup gasped. The armory was going up in flames!

When he got there, he tried to slow down too fast and ended up stumbling on his metal leg. The huge building, being utterly consumed by towering fires, was a terrible thing to behold up close. But it wasn't nearly as horrible as what he saw within the midst of the fire.

"Sightless!" screamed Hiccup.

The Gore Magala heard him and leapt out of the building, the edges of his wings smoking. He was flapping them wildly and rearing up on his hind legs to slash at the sky, wailing and roaring in a terrified panic. Like many monsters, Sightless feared fire above everything else.

"Calm down, bud," murmured Hiccup, holding out a hand and placing it on his monster's snout as soon as he had fallen back onto all fours. "It's going to be alright. You're safe now."

"It was him!"

Everyone turned in shock to look at Sightless as a Viking, Sven, pointed an accusing finger at the Gore Magala. "He set the armory on fire!" he accused.

Hiccup's hand slipped from his monster's hard black shell in shock. "Sightless?" he asked quietly, staring at him incredulously.

Sightless shook his head frantically. He seemed to be saying something along the lines of, _No, Hiccup, you don't understand. It wasn't me._

The fire was over within a single minute after it had started. It burnt itself out, having devoured its fill of the armory. The ruined building collapsed in on itself with an almighty, final crash that left behind a deafening silence.

"But this doesn't make any sense!" cried Snaketail, who was suddenly there alongside the rest of the Monster Riders. "I mean, what had happened before with the boots and the Meade Hall didn't make sense either, but this tops everything!"

"The fires of a Gore Magala are bluish-black," insisted Fishlegs, "and they leave black fog behind. Remember when monsters were our enemies, and anything hit by it would have eel pox virus floating around it for hours?"

The crowd muttered amongst themselves, unconvinced. Or at least, those who were paying attention.

"Prudence!" Gobber was wailing. He dug out a ruined Longsword from the remnants of the armory and sobbed, "Me poor darling! I'm so sorry. Yeh should've led a long, bloodletting life."

"I saw what I saw," claimed Sven, folding his arms. "That monster walked into the armory, and all of a sudden, there were flames everywhere!"

"I saw it too!" snarled Mildew, limping his way to the head of the crowd. "Hiccup's pet monster has left us all utterly defenseless against our enemies!"

Hiccup suddenly became more desperate than he ever had before – even more so than the time when he had tried to convince his father not to eradicate the monsters from Monster Island. "Dad! You _know _Sightless! He would never do such a thing!"

"Sure, listen to your boy, Stoick," Mildew growled, persistent as ever. "That's what got us into this mess!"

Stoick merely nodded dismissively, and the old man wisely moved away. But as he passed, he added to Hiccup, "See what happens when you leave your monster all alone to wait outside, unsupervised?"

Not expecting something like that to come from Mildew, Hiccup stiffened and questioned, "Wait, what did you say?"

But Gobber interrupted him. "Sydney! I guess yer throat-slicin' days are over."

The boy instinctively stilled, along with the rest of the Monster Riders, when Stoick walked up to him. Their breaths were held as they waited for him to speak, knowing that whatever it was he had to say, it wouldn't be good.

"These monsters have caused too much damage," the elder Haddock told his son, grimly. "It's no longer safe to have them on Berk. I want them rounded up, gone, and taken to Monster Island."

Hiccup's muscles turned to water. Astrid audibly gasped. Fishlegs sagged, and the twins just stared. Snotlout's eyes widened, Snaketail let out a small whimper, Arachne's eyes began to tear up, and Batwings' face paled, from his chin to the roots of his dirty-blond hair.

"By the end of the day tomorrow," Stoick proclaimed to the crowd, "there will be no more monsters on Berk. No exceptions."

"Finally!" Mildew whooped. "It'll be a glorious day when we're finally rid of these mindless pests."

Idly, Hiccup reached out to touch Sightless' snout again, and realized that the monster was shaking.

Before the scrawny boy could ask him what was the matter, Sightless roughly shrugged his rider away and let out a deafening scream of rage. In a manner reminiscent of the night he and Snotlout had fought Hookfang, his wings unfurled and a pair of horns extended from his face, revealing luminous purple patches. All the Vikings backed away frantically from the furious Gore Magala, as his flapping wings stirred up black mist that began to spread sluggishly across the plaza. With another scream, he lunged at Mildew, who shrieked and tried to scramble away.

"Whoa whoa, Sightless!" cried Hiccup, waving his arms in front of him and blocking Sightless' path. "Don't do anything you're going to regret, _please_."

Sightless was making little lunges to Hiccup's left and right, trying to get past him, but his rider blocked him every time. "Please, Sightless. Murder isn't going to help your case! Just calm down."

But Sightless didn't calm down – instead, he flared his arms, jumped straight up into the air, and soared away on his ragged wings. The sky was completely dark, so the only part of him that could be seen were the luminous purple patches under his cloak.

Hiccup could only stare after his monster. He never even had a chance to say goodbye.

The Vikings dispersed, talking lowly amongst themselves. None of them sounded particularly happy, but whether or not that was because of the monsters' banishment, no one felt comfortable enough to say.

"Don't forget," Mildew said to the Monster Riders as he left also, "after you drop off your monsters, you'll be fixing my roof." Then he hobbled away, uncharacteristically cheerful.

"This is wrong," Hiccup said, voice trembling with anger and sadness.

"I know," despaired Astrid. "It's horrible. It's the worst day of my life."

"No, something here doesn't add up," the Chief-to-be insisted.

"All I know is that I'm losing Heatray," trembled Fishlegs as he slouched toward his house.

"You Vikings are such idiots," hissed Batwings. He flew away in the opposite direction, adding, "I'm just going to leave with Mocktalk, back to Siren Island."

"No!" Hiccup called after him. He couldn't lose one of his friends _and_ the monsters all in one night. "I just need time to fix this!" he promised.

"What are you talking about?" Snaketail scoffed negatively.

"It's over," added Snotlout.

"Yeah, over," Arachne quavered, following Astrid away.

Hiccup could only stand there in shock. His friends, usually always willing to help him find a way to make things right, had given up. They were defeated, drained, and devoid of all hope.

For once, despite his promise, Hiccup didn't have a plan to fix what had happened.

* * *

><p><strong>Monster Island<strong>

The bones of the Fatalis, who had once ruled the monsters, were right there where they had been left after the battle on Monster Island. Hiccup and the gang urged their monsters to land near the skeleton, while the rest of the monster population followed. The land-bound creatures rode on the backs of the seagoing ones, the same way they had come to and from Berk back in the days of the war.

Hiccup himself had decided to come along. If he couldn't bid Sightless farewell, then he could at least help his friends send their monsters away. So now, he was just behind Fishlegs on the back of his Gravios, staring down at the silvery waves that rose and fell in the ocean beneath them.

The landing was unusually rough, almost as if Heatray and the other mounts were distracted. They had picked up on their riders' sadness and figured out that the trip to Monster Island would, indeed, be their last flight together. From now on, all their flying would be done without the familiar weight of an adolescent human on their backs.

"I'm going to miss you," Astrid murmured to Blackhawk. The Yian Garuga warbled sadly and rubbed her beak against the girl's arm.

The Thorston twins didn't even say anything, just took turns hugging Queen and King. They were so upset, they let the hugs linger for a few seconds before walking away.

"Okay, Heatray," choked Fishlegs, piling large rocks on top of one another in front of the rocky wyvern. "There are plenty of boulders for you if you get hungry… but don't eat any limestone… you know it doesn't agree with you…"

Too sad to finish his goodbye, the husky Ingerman boy blubbered out a final farewell and sped toward the boat, the one that Batwings had pulled through the water while they flew on their monsters. Behind him, the Gravios rolled over onto his back and lay there limply, too distressed to move.

Snaketail merely patted Twinhorn's snout with a sad smile and followed Fishlegs back to the boat. No words were exchanged, but the message was clear. _Goodbye, I'll miss you._

"Be strong, buddy," Snotlout told Snotsnarl. "I know you're going to –"

A seabird suddenly flew by, and the Tigrex eagerly chased after it, soon vanishing amongst the craggy cliffs that dominated the shoreline.

"He's crying," Snotlout claimed. "He's crying on the inside."

Meanwhile, Batwings held out a fist to Mocktalk, who dejectedly bumped it with his flintstone. "I'll come visit you, Mocktalk," he promised. "I've decided that I'm not heading back to Siren Island after all. I can't leave my friends."

"Mocktalk understands!" squawked the bird wyvern. "Be strong, Batwings!"

The Siren let out a soft gasp – this was the first time that the Qurupeco had ever referred to him by name. _What a time to finally speak your best friend's name,_ he thought, beginning to tear up. _A final, tearful goodbye._

While the dragon and monster parted ways, Arachne, sniffling, hugged Venomwing around the neck and walked back down the beach. She tripped on a rock and fell face-first into the ground – which was all that took to set off a round of deep, shuddering sobs from the Philston girl, a mournful sound that distressed her Remobra into emitting a sorrowful cry and flying away.

While all the Monster Riders took their saddles and left their monsters behind on the beach while they climbed into the boat, Hiccup remained alone on the beach. He was looking up at the sky, now swarming with all kinds of airborne monsters. He could have sworn that he had just saw a black figure with ragged wings vanish behind a cliff, but he wasn't sure.

Just in case the unknown monster was indeed his own, though, Hiccup whispered, "Someday, I'll be back for you, I promise. It's going to be okay, Sightless. Trust me."

In his mind's eye, he pictured the first time he had ever made contact with Sightless' carapace, when they had just begun to form their friendship.

Smiling to himself, he turned away and headed for the boat.

Arachne was still on the beach, crying. She had made no attempt to even stand up, and was still lying on her stomach amongst the rocks. Silently, Snotlout picked her up and carried her back to the boat, his face looking as if it had been carved in stone. The girl's only response was to clutch at his jacket and sob weakly into his shoulder, already beginning to tire.

The boat set off, leaving the monsters to stare after it from the rocky beach that it left behind. Hiccup leaned against the mast and watched Monster Island shrink farther and farther into the distance. He glanced over to his right in response to a movement from the corner of his eye, and witnessed Astrid join him.

No one spoke on the trip back to Berk. It was totally quiet, apart from Arachne's hiccupping breaths and Batwings trailing his hand through the water.

Something suddenly occurred to Hiccup. Speaking to no-one in particular, he said, "There's something Mildew said that I can't stop thinking about."

Everyone looked over to stare at him.

He continued, "He said, 'See what happens when you leave your monster alone to wait outside, unsupervised?' He knew that Sightless wasn't with me just before the armory fire."

Astrid in particular was looking at him with interested suspicion. "So…" she prodded.

"So, he lives on the other side of town," Hiccup told her. "How would he know what had happened, and how would he know where we were before the fire?"

There was dead silence as everyone digested this information.

"What are you suggesting?" asked Fishlegs.

"That he did it," replied Hiccup, firmly.

Out of everyone on the boat, the Haddock boy would have never suspected Tuffnut to reach a conclusion first. The male Thorston said in a voice containing a mix of realization and anger, "Mildew must have done all of it! And he did it so Stoick would get rid of the monsters!"

"That _jerk_!" seethed Snotlout, kicking the mast furiously.

Snaketail, however, was a little more cynical. "That's a pretty serious accusation. How are you going to prove it?"

Hiccup's face was like volcanic rock as he regarded the Monster Riders, who were all gathered around and giving him their full attention. "We are going to prove it," he told them, "and this is how we're going to do it…"

* * *

><p><strong>Mildew's House<strong>

Phase 1 – distract Mildew.

While the old man was wheeling what remained of his cabbages into town (and to make a complaint about a Terrible Terror that attacked him on the way out), his wheelbarrow had mysteriously caught fire and fell apart, letting the cabbages scatter all over the place. That had been Ruffnut's and Snotlout's doing. The former had started a very small fire underneath the wheelbarrow while the Jorgenson boy had loosened the wheels. As soon as they had started to burn, the whole thing broke into pieces.

Phase 2 – station lookouts.

Almost all the teens were in Mildew's field, repairing any damage and getting the soil ready for more cabbage planting. The field was wide enough so that the group, collectively, had a view of almost the entire island from their vantage point. Periodically, as they were hoeing the field and digging holes, they would look up and out over the village, making sure that Mildew wasn't coming back just yet.

Phase 3 – investigate.

Hiccup and Arachne were up on Mildew's roof, nailing in new shingles. But the minute Astrid gave them the 'all-clear' sign, they tied a rope to the exposed rafters and slid down into the depths of Mildew's house. It was a very simple little home – made mostly of stone on the inside, and decorated with a closet, bed, shields and weapons nailed to the walls, and stuffed monster heads hanging from the ceiling. Nothing was too fancy, but the closet was a bit unusual.

"Well, Mildew certainly has a type," noted Hiccup, examining the shields (which were decorated with portraits of Mildew's three deceased wives – and Fungus). He shuddered with disgust.

Arachne went over to a cooking pot in the corner of the room and lifted the lid. Immediately, she recoiled and retched loudly, plugging her nose.

"Baaaa…" bleated Fungus, waddling over to her side. The girl smiled and patted his fleece, which he seemed to like. He wasn't the most attractive of sheep, with his oddly dark skin and missing teeth, but she found him kind of cute at least.

The closet caught Hiccup's eye as he was looking around. Well, he assumed it was a closet – it was an alcove in the wall blocked by a curtain. The curtain just barely reached down to scrape the floor, where there was something poking out from behind it. He swept the curtain aside, making its metal rings rattle loudly against the bar they were attached to – and sucked in a breath, astounded at what he found.

At first, it seemed like nothing special. There was Mildew's old Longsword, made out of the claw of a Shogun Ceanataur – actually, the weapon looked like it had simply been pulled off of the unfortunate carapaceon before being put to action. Lying on the floor beside the weapon was a pair of stuffed Nargacuga feet, which were hollowed out to function as slippers.

Cautiously, Hiccup slid his feet into the Nargacuga slippers and hefted the Longsword, which was lighter than it looked. The weapon was about as tall as him when he put the blunt end on the floor.

This was the proof he needed. Seeing these items made it clear that Mildew had been behind every incident that had happened in the past few days. He had used his Nargacuga slippers to sneak into the village and swipe the boots, making sure to leave footprints behind. Then, he had used his Ceanataur claw to gash the walls of the Meade Hall.

All of a sudden, the doorknob rattled. Hiccup stiffened and shoved the items back into the closet, then climbed up the rope. Arachne scrambled up after him, nimble as a spider. Fungus watched them go with bewilderment.

_Why didn't one of the others warn us before we went inside?_ thought Hiccup, frustrated.

He and Arachne made it back onto the roof just before the door swung open. In stalked Mildew, who patted Fungus on the head before continuing inside.

"I'm home, ladies!" he called, presumably to the shields on his wall. "What's that you say? Nothing? Perfect…"

The unpleasant old man immediately made his way to his closet, where he pulled out his slippers and his Longsword. "These served us well, Fungus," he murmured. "Shame we have to get rid of them."

Hiccup and Arachne heard every word. From the rooftop, they watched Mildew hobble out of his house and into the fields, which were empty. That must have been why no one had warned Hiccup – Mildew must have shooed them away.

The two friends could do nothing but watch as Mildew made his way slowly to the edge of the cliff off to the right of the house. Beyond, there was nothing but a vertical drop to the ocean below – which was exactly the trip the Ceanataur Longsword and Nargacuga slippers made as he threw them over.

There went the proof. And along with them? Any chance Hiccup had of convincing his father that the monsters were innocent and that Mildew was the one to blame.

* * *

><p><em>Do you have someone that you can trust with your life? If you do, you don't know how lucky you are.<em>

_Hold them close to your heart and never let go, because there are others out there who will use that trust against you._

* * *

><p><strong>Ocean<strong>

Through the endless big blue the Nargacuga feet and Ceanataur claw drifted, after hitting the seabed and being carried off by the current. Fish swam around them, hoping to find something to nibble on but leaving in disappointment. An eel darted forward to investigate, but decided to go after the fish instead, and left just as quickly.

Onward the items floated, with no destination other than where the current pushed them. A shark passed close by, and took note of the odd visitors to its undersea home. Curious, the huge fish bumped them with its snout before deciding that they were food. After all, it was a tiger shark – a term that had yet to be coined by humans, who didn't know much about the sea – and tiger sharks would eat anything.

But just before the tiger's jaws closed around them, a massive shape loomed out of the dark sea in front of it. Its wide mouth opened with a ghastly screech, displaying shining white fangs and nothing but a black hole leading down into its throat. Frightened out of its wits, the tiger shark fled in a rush of bubbles.

The Siren chuckled to himself and snatched the objects in his mouth, before swimming off. _Hiccup,_ he decided, _will be very surprised._

* * *

><p><strong>Well, that wasn't a very happy ending – but then again, it wasn't even an ending! Although the episode is of a different title, this will continue until, indeed, joy is brought back to Berk.<strong>

**I really have nothing else to say, aside that Snotlout does indeed have a sensitive side (perhaps a soft spot for Arachne?) and that Tuff actually has a brain. Oh, and Fungus isn't as loyal to Mildew as anyone would think.**

**Review, I request you!**

**Up next: Alvin and the Outcasts**
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_**Chapter 9**_

_**Alvin and the Outcasts Part 1**_

* * *

><p><em>There's an old Viking saying – when your friend is roasting on the spit, you're the one that feels the fire.<em>

_Mildew has made the entire village believe that dragons are too wild, that we all can't live together in peace. He's wrong, and I'm going to prove it._

* * *

><p><strong>Thor's Beach<strong>

It had been an entire day since the monsters had left Berk. Needless to say, it hadn't been a particularly good day. No one, not even the adult Vikings, seemed to be in very cheery moods – not even Mildew. But then again, he was _never_ in a good mood.

Of course, things could only go downhill from there. If one day had been miserable, then Hiccup couldn't imagine spending the rest of his life without Sightless or the other monsters.

As far as Hiccup was concerned, it was life back to normal on Berk. Gobber was banging away at his smithy, making weapons. Stoick was pacing around the island with a 'disappointed scowl' on his face (as Hiccup liked to call it). Mulch and Bucket were managing the farm animals. Just like old times.

In fact, as he stood on Thor's Beach while looking out at the ocean, Hiccup half-expected to see a horde of monsters converging on the island to steal food, and Snotlout and the rest to use him as an axe-throwing target.

Luckily, neither of those things happened.

When Hiccup had last seen Sightless – a brief glimpse as the Gore Magala flew over Monster Island – he had made a promise to come back and reunite with him. Right now, he planned to make due on that promise. He had quickly organized a search for the items that Mildew had thrown into the ocean. While Snaketail, Arachne, and Fishlegs flew on Hookfang and Horrorcow, the rest of the former Monster Riders went down to the beach to see if anything had washed up.

It was one chance in several million, Fishlegs had said, but they had no choice.

"Arrrrrrgggh!" groaned Snotlout, drawing Hiccup's attention away from the ocean.

"What's bothering you now, Lout?" the Haddock boy asked, wondering whether or not he really wanted to know.

"Are you kidding me, Hiccup?!" his cousin demanded. "We've been here for hours and we haven't found anything!"

"We've been here for all of ten minutes!" replied Ruffnut, temper rising. "And you've done nothing but build… that." She indicated the hideous amalgamation of rocks and twigs piled up on the sand with disgust in her voice.

"That," Snotlout informed her, proudly, "is Snotlout Manor." He sidled up to Astrid and added flirtatiously, "All I need now is a queen."

The Hofferson girl snorted and ignored him, much to his chagrin.

Suddenly, Tuffnut jumped on top of the pile of stones and stomped on them, yelling and shouting as he knocked them all down with glee.

"What are you doing?!" Snotlout wailed.

"Storming the castle," Tuff smirked in reply.

Hiccup was rapidly losing patience. "Come on, guys!" he said irritably. "Mildew framed our monsters! I saw Nargacuga feet in his house and watched him throw both them and his old weapon into the ocean!"

Softening her voice so Hiccup wouldn't feel like he was being attacked, Astrid informed him, "Even if Mildew did throw them in the ocean, they're not just going to wash up on shore here. If anything, they're probably long gone by now."

"Thank you for summing that up," muttered Hiccup.

There was a sudden roar from overhead, and they all looked up to see Arachne, Snaketail, and Fishlegs on the backs of a Monstrous Nightmare and Grapple Grounder. The two dragons landed on the beach, the former gently and the latter quite roughly. Well, to call it a _rough_ landing would be putting it nicely.

Snaketail pulled her head up out of the sand and dusted herself off with an apologetic smile. "Sorry, still working on my landings."

Horrorcow didn't mind at all. She got up out of the trench she had made in the sand and ran over to investigate a seashell lying near the water.

"Did any of you find anything?" asked Hiccup, already dreading the answer.

Arachne shook her head sadly. "Nope," the Philston girl replied. "And that was after flying for an hour over the sea."

"Hiccup," sighed Fishlegs, "I've already told you that I don't want to be Norbert the Negative, but the ocean is really, really vast. The chances of finding those monster feet are about as good as Snotlout and Astrid –"

"_Don't go there,_" snarled said girl, holding up a fist.

"Going nowhere," the husky monster enthusiast squeaked, and hastily made a zipping motion across his lips.

"What about Batwings?" inquired Snaketail. "Anyone seen him today?"

Everyone shook their heads, even Hiccup. The Siren had apparently woken up very early, because his usual perch amongst the Haddock household's rafters was vacant when Hiccup had emerged from his room.

"Anyway," Tuff spoke up, "it's like Fishlegs was saying. They're not gonna just wash up on shore. I mean, it'd be nice if they did, but –"

"Found it!" whooped Snotlout.

Hiccup's spirits rose, and he smirked at Tuff. "You were saying?"

But he stopped dead when he raced over to Snotlout and found him holding up a small club in his arms. "Haven't seen this since I was a baby," the big-headed Jorgenson sighed. "You never forget your first bludgeon."

"Ugh…" muttered Hiccup. "You guys are right. We're not going to find them."

"Why don't we just go tell Stoick?" asked Ruff. "Maybe he can do something. He _is_ the Chief."

"Yes, but he can't just bring the monsters back and punish Mildew instead if we don't have proof," Hiccup told her, reluctantly.

"We can at least try," added Arachne optimistically. "There's no harm in telling him what we saw."

Slowly, Hiccup nodded. The Philston girl was right. Indeed, it wouldn't hurt to at least mention it to his father. Maybe in the end, it would pay off.

"Alright then," he finally said. "I'll go talk with my dad."

The Monster Riders left Thor's Beach on foot, except for Snaketail, who flew ahead on Horrorcow's back. But Snotlout and Tuffnut stayed behind, bored out of their minds.

"Without our monsters, there's nothing exciting to do," Tuff moaned. "I can't blow anything up without King there with his explosive dust and his fire breath."

"Oh, lighten up," said Snotlout, swatting his friend on the shoulder. "Hey, want to go sneak into the forge and steal Gobber's underpants again?"

"Do I ever!" exclaimed Tuffnut, giving the other boy a high-five. They mounted Hookfang, with Snotlout in front, and flew out over the ocean before making a sharp turn and flying toward the village.

* * *

><p><strong>Gobber's Forge<strong>

Stoick looked on as Gobber put the finishing touches on the sword half of a Sword and Shield. The long-mustached Viking was as cheery as he had ever been, whistling merrily as he pounded away at the weapon's blade. He was delighted to be back at his old post, forging weapons just like old times.

But even though Stoick was happy for his best friend, he was also extremely worried. Until Gobber had completely restocked the armory – which Spitelout and some others were already halfway done building – the Hooligan tribe was completely defenseless against enemy tribes or hungry monsters looking to raid them for food.

"One down, three hundred an' forty-five ta go!" announced Gobber, proudly holding the sword into the air, where its blade caught the sunlight and gleamed.

"Can't you go any faster?" demanded Stoick, impatiently. "We're entirely defenseless until you replenish our weapon supply."

"Maybe yeh shoulda thought o' that before sendin' the monsters away," Gobber replied evenly, arching an eyebrow. He picked up the shield lying on his workbench and hung it up on the wall along with its sword companion.

"You know I had no choice," Stoick retorted. "They destroyed the armory."

Making a skeptical sound under his breath, Gobber got to work on another weapon and went on, "This would be a bad time to be attacked. Not tha' there's ever a good time, but this time would be _particularly_ bad."

"I know, Gobber," huffed Stoick, beginning to pace around the smithy.

Heedless of his response, Gobber said something that stopped the Chief in his tracks.

"Especially by Alvin. Alvin the Treacherous."

Stoick stared out the window and scowled at the sound of that hated name. He remembered the old brute all too well, even though it had been years since they had last come face-to-face. Last he heard, Alvin had clawed his way to the position of Chief of the entire Outcast tribe and was now in charge of all the… well, _outcasts_ that lived on his island. Everyone sent to Outcast Island (an appropriate name if there ever was one) couldn't be trusted, and no one wanted the tribe as their allies. Good Chiefs such as Stoick the Vast, Oswald the Agreeable, and Bertha the Unsinkable would never even consider such a thing, and viewed the Outcasts as their enemies.

There was even an old saying that stated "Outcasts have no friends, only enemies they haven't killed yet".

"Our oldest and most feared enemy," Gobber continued, as if Stoick weren't there. "He'd gladly kill us all ta take Berk fer his own."

"I _know_, Gobber!" shouted Stoick.

Outside the forge, a certain pair of teenaged Vikings had heard every word of their conversation.

"Whoa, that was intense," muttered Tuffnut. "I know I don't want Alvin and the Outcasts coming here."

Snotlout had a smirk on his face, the kind he only wore when he had a plan. And all of Snotlout's plans throughout the years, although few in number, had been extremely crazy and stupid – yeah, Tuff's kind of plan.

"Okay, what's your big idea?" the male Thorston asked.

"I know how to get the monsters to come back!" Snotlout exclaimed, but quietly enough so that Gobber wouldn't hear him. "All we gotta do is fly Hookfang to Outcast Island and trick Alvin into attacking Berk. After all, we _are _defenseless. Then, we'll round up the rest of the gang, get our monsters from Monster Island, and heroically chase the Outcasts out of Berk once and for all!"

"I like it!" cheered Tuff. "So when do we leave?"

"Right now," replied Snotlout.

But suddenly, as they turned around to run to Snotlout's house, they found their way blocked by a certain burly blacksmith.

"An' jus' where do ya think yer goin'?" asked Gobber, folding his arms. "Yeh ain't tryin' ta steal me skivvies again, are yeh?"

"No sir!" cried Tuff, standing ramrod-straight and saluting.

Gobber raised an eyebrow, then waved his hammer dismissively at him. "Get outta me sight, you two. Or else I'll get Silversol ta – oh yeah. Silversol ain't here anymore."

He limped back into his forge with a sigh, and Snotlout and Tuffnut went to get Hookfang. After all, there was barbarian-harassing to be done!

* * *

><p><strong>Mildew's House<strong>

Perched on the cliff on which Mildew's cabbage farm was situated, two dragons stared out over the village. One was a Typhoomerang, and the other was a Siren. They had just been out for a morning flight, and had decided to take a break before heading out again.

"We're going to have to find Stoick soon, Torch," said Batwings. "After all, we found the proof that Hiccup wanted." He held up the Shogun Ceanataur claw and the Nargacuga slippers that he had found floating in the ocean.

Torch sniffed them and snorted derisively.

"Yeah, I know they have Mildew's scent all over them," Batwings replied. "But that makes sense, considering that they had been in his house for who knows how long. And I don't think Stoick will be bothered."

Nodding, Torch grunted something to his rider.

"No need to be so sarcastic," said rider shot back. "I'm fairly sure that there will be consequences for Mildew. Especially since he apparently tried to hide the evidence by throwing these out to sea."

This time, Torch's grunt was one of agreement.

"And burned down the armory," added Batwings, earning another grunt from Torch. "If the Outcasts attack, then the Hooligans can't defend themselves. Not even with us helping them."

The Siren suddenly paused and looked up at his friend's goose-like face. "Say," he began thoughtfully, "I heard that Alvin – stupid name if you ask me – and his crew have been more active lately. A Gronckle told me that he's looking for someone called the 'Monster Conqueror'. You hear anything about that?"

Torch thought about it, then growled and nodded.

"'Ten feet tall and with the strength of a dozen men'?" Batwings repeated. "Those Outcasts are more misguided than I thought. A guy like that really wouldn't be that hard to find, would he?"

The Typhoomerang fluttered his huge wings and shifted from foot to foot, impatient to get going.

"Yes, I think this is one other thing to tell Stoick about," Batwings affirmed, then hopped aboard Torch's back, ready for takeoff. "And the sooner we do so, the better."

But suddenly, there was the sound of a door being thrown open, and Mildew stumbled out furiously in their direction, Fungus following behind him as usual.

"Cursed dragons!" he yelled. "Get outta my cabbages! Go on, get! Shoo! Scram!"

Then, Mildew stopped dead and his eyes widened as he saw Batwings sitting on the Typhoomerang's back, and some very familiar objects in the Siren's hands.

"B-But… I just… threw them… how… how did…?" the old man stammered, looking from the claw and slippers to Batwings and back again.

"Let's go, Torch," Batwings urged. "Before things get ugly."

Emitting a roar, the Typhoomerang took off and swooped low over Mildew's head, bringing with him a rush of air that knocked off his helmet. In the blink of an eye, the dragons were gone, heading for the village. A numb Mildew was left behind.

"Oh, this is bad, this is very bad…" worried the old man. "I thought those were gone for good!" He then paused and continued, "Next time, I'll think of a way to get rid of the monsters while taking that Siren with 'em."

Grumbling under his breath, Mildew walked back into his house, already trying to think of an alibi to tell Stoick.

* * *

><p><strong>Hiccup's House<strong>

Hiccup and Arachne found Stoick back at his house, where the Chief was bent over the table and muttering to himself over a handful of kitchen utensils. But of course, the look of urgency on the kids' faces convinced him that their problem was slightly worse than the possibility of having to defend the island armed with forks.

"I'm telling you, Dad!" Hiccup finished, after explaining the situation. "I saw a pair of Nargacuga feet in Mildew's house. He must have used them, along with his old Longsword, to make the footprints of the monster that supposedly stole the boots, and to disfigure the Great Hall."

"That does sound serious," Stoick replied, getting up from the table with a grunt. "Well then, let's go have a look at them."

Scratching her head, Arachne reluctantly spilled the rest of the beans. "Yeah, um, there's kinda going to be a problem with that. We, uh… also saw him throw them into the ocean."

Stoick nodded slowly, both with understanding and with sympathy. "I know you're upset about the monsters, kids," he said, "but you're going to need evidence to accuse a man of high treason."

Hiccup bit his lip and stayed silent.

Just as he was about to open the door, there was a roar that pealed out over the house, followed by a whooshing noise that came from upstairs. Moments later, Batwings and his undersized Typhoomerang came rushing down the stairs, and hit the floor with a loud crash.

"Torch…" he groaned, "you have really got to work on your landings."

Torch's only reply was a pained moan.

"Well, long time no see," Hiccup said sarcastically. "And what have you two been up to all morning?"

Batwings didn't bother to reply to that, instead preferring to toss a pair of slippers and a Longsword at Hiccup's feet. He and Arachne both gasped, and Stoick blinked – they were the items that Mildew had thrown into the sea!

"H-How… how did you find these?" the junior Haddock asked. "They must have been carried Thor knows how many miles out into the open ocean!"

The Siren gave him a skeptical look.

"Oh, right," Hiccup amended. "Siren. Aquatic dragon. I forgot."

"There's your evidence, sir!" chirped Arachne, handing him the Nargacuga feet and Ceanataur claw.

Stoick took them and gave them a long, appraising look. "Alright," he finally said. "I'll go take these to Mildew's and have a little chat with him. You three, stay out of trouble while I'm gone."

"You can count on us, Chief," replied Batwings. Beside him, Torch growled affirmatively.

Hiccup knew he shouldn't get his hopes up, but he couldn't stop the giddy grin from spreading across his face. They were going to get their monsters back, he just knew it!

* * *

><p><strong>The Riders' Catapult Tower, Twilight<strong>

Hiccup, Arachne, and Batwings found Astrid sharpening her Midnight Blackwings at the top of their usual catapult tower. She was curious to know why they were all smiling like lunatics, but she ended up with a smile of her own when they told her why.

"Batwings, you proved that Mildew did it!" she enthused. "Now he'll be punished and we'll see our monsters again!" The Hofferson girl was so happy that she hugged the Siren tightly, rocking him back and forth with glee.

"Um, if you could let go…" he muttered awkwardly.

Astrid suddenly realized what she was doing and let go, then savagely punched him in the shoulder blade. "That's for making me happy enough to do that."

Grinning, Hiccup lightly punched her shoulder and added, "And that's for hitting my friend."

He immediately regretted it, of course. As he lay there gasping in pain and rubbing his shoulder, Astrid told him, "And _that's_ for touching me."

"What, you don't like it when your boyfriend touches you?" laughed Batwings. "How does that work?"

Once again, he ended up getting slugged ruthlessly.

"Um, hey lovebirds," Arachne called. She was standing on the very edge of the tower, looking out at the distant rock spire maze that could be seen emerging from the vast ocean. The girl sounded nervous, enough so that the other three were drawn to her side.

"Why would one of our ships be anchoring there?" she asked, pointing toward the edge of the maze.

Indeed, a small boat could be seen floating beside one of the rock towers, not moving despite the wind that had begun to pick up. On the tower, which was rather small compared to the others, a small flock of dragons could be seen perching.

Hiccup took his spyglass out from under his jacket and held it up to his eye, peering into the distance. He couldn't see particularly well through the smudged lens (he was going to have to stop letting Fishlegs borrowing it, eventually), but he could see enough to tell that something about the boat was off.

"It's… not one of our ships," he concluded, putting away the spyglass.

"I'll go get Stoick," Batwings volunteered.

He whistled sharply, then jumped off the tower just as Torch came soaring by. Landing neatly on the Typhoomerang's back, he soared off with the wind.

"Let's go investigate this ship," said Hiccup, already running for the stairs. "Maybe we can glean some information that'll be useful for Dad and his men."

Astrid and Arachne nodded, more than ready for a little adventure. They followed him down the catapult tower and across the village, heading for the nearest beach.

The shortest route toward the beach, not including the vertical drop from the cliff above it, was still pretty long, and the three Monster Riders reached it when the sun had vanished entirely below the horizon. Now, the moon and stars could be seen clearly in the sky.

"Has the boat moved at all?" whispered Arachne.

"It's too dark to see," replied Hiccup, shaking his head.

"Get down!" Astrid suddenly hissed, pulling them behind a large boulder.

It was only then that Hiccup heard the sound of wingbeats approaching. Something was coming, and it sounded like a lot of somethings indeed.

None of the three friends moved so much as a muscle or breathed so much as a sigh as what looked like thirty Deadly Nadders landed on the beach. Each of them had a Viking bedecked in strange armor sitting on their backs, who were armed with all kinds of Lances, Great Swords, and Hammers. But the biggest and meanest of the group landed on the shore from the back of a massive Whispering Death – he didn't have any weapons, but still looked more frightening than any of the others. And that was saying something.

Hiccup knew that as far as Vikings were concerned, the biggest and meanest of the tribe had to be the leader.

"It's good to be back on the shores o' Berk," the leader rasped lowly.

"Good for you, Alvin," chuckled a thin man with a bone clutched in his hands, from the back of his green Nadder. "_Not_ so good for them!"

Instantly, Hiccup clapped a hand over Arachne's mouth to stop her from gasping. The leader's name was Alvin – that could only mean that these foreign Vikings were marauding Outcasts!

In the silence that followed as the Monster Riders spied on the Outcasts, a soft, frightened warbling could be heard. Stiffening, the three of them slowly turned around and saw what was making such a noise – a large blue Deadly Nadder, not as menacing-looking as any of the Outcasts' Nadders. She (Hiccup could tell it was a girl by remembering one of Fishlegs' lectures) was hiding in the shadows made by the cliff rising beside them, too scared to come out.

Surprisingly, it was Astrid that approached the Nadder and put her hand on her snout in a calming gesture. "It's alright," she told her. "You think you can fly us away from here?"

Feeling soothed by the Hofferson girl's words, the Nadder stood up straighter and nodded.

Farther down the beach, Alvin felt his Whispering Death's spines spring up in agitation, and heard a quiet whisper curl from its monstrous lamprey-like mouth. "What is it, old girl?" he inquired harshly – not because he was trying to be rude, but just because that was the natural sound of his voice.

The Whispering Death tilted her head toward the sky and hissed. Alvin looked up into the darkness and immediately saw something large flying away from them.

"Probably just a bat or something," said his aide, Savage, dismissively.

"I don't think so," Alvin growled. "It's more likely to be a wild monster! But never mind that. We can catch it once we find the Monster Conqueror. Up, Nightshade!"

Nightshade launched herself with effort into the air, tail twirling in order to give herself extra lift alongside her comparatively tiny wings. The rest of the Outcasts followed on Nadder-back, advancing on the nighttime village of Berk.

* * *

><p><strong>Meade Hall<strong>

Every Viking on the island was huddled in the Meade Hall, either talking worriedly among themselves from their benches or huddled around the central fire pit with Stoick and his top men. Hiccup, Astrid, and Arachne had burst in later than everyone else on the back of a Deadly Nadder, which raised some eyebrows, but the Chief decided that it would be good to have some dragon firepower on hand if the Outcasts attacked, and let it slide.

Right now, all of the Monster Riders were together at a table, whispering urgently amongst each other. Torch, Hookfang, and Horrorcow were there as well, and were joined shortly by Astrid's Nadder. Batwings had already given Stoick the news about the unfamiliar ship in Berkian waters, who had immediately deduced that it was an Outcast boat and called an island-wide evacuation to the Meade Hall.

"This is no time to panic!" Stoick shouted above the hubbub of Viking voices. "That's just what the Outcasts are counting on!"

Suddenly, Spitelout rushed in, not bothering to close the doors behind him, and stopped at Stoick's side. He was panting for breath.

"Did ya get a count?" asked Gobber.

"I saw thirty men at least," Spitelout replied tiredly. "All armed to the teeth. Without any weapons, we'll never be able to fight them head-on."

"No weapons and Outcasts on our shores!" cried Mildew angrily. "All thanks to your boy and his monsters!"

"This is not the time, Mildew!" scolded Stoick.

"Yeah, shut up, Mildew!" shouted another Viking.

"Haven't ya done enough?" added yet another, whose voice was followed by a loud round of booing.

Hiccup glanced around quizzically at the group. Before he could ask anything, though, Snaketail began to laugh.

"You should have seen it!" she cackled. "Mildew got his just desserts, alright!"

"The old hoot got chewed out in front of the entire village by Stoick!" Batwings spoke up. "He even showed off the Nargacuga feet and Ceanataur claw and declared _him_ as the guilty one."

"And then Gobber gave him the _absolute worst_ tongue-lashing I've ever heard," snickered Snotlout. "And I've heard plenty of bad things!"

Hiccup, Arachne, and Astrid all glanced at each other, smiling widely.

Stoick waved Mulch and Bucket over to his side and ordered, "Mulch, Bucket, gather up the others and the children, and lead them to Thor's Beach. They'll be safe in the caves there."

Astrid raised her hand and called, "We can help you fight them! We've been trained as warriors our whole lives."

All of the Monster Riders nodded their agreement, even Hiccup and Arachne (who weren't the greatest warrior trainees in the archipelago).

Snotlout, however, scoffed and boasted, "She may have been trained, but I was born a warrior."

No one paid any attention to him.

Walking over to the riders' table, Stoick took a battered hatchet out of his belt and slid it across the table to Astrid. "Take this," he said. "It used to be Alvin's. Just go with the others, so you can help protect them. And be careful. Alvin has dragons with him."

Face set and determined, Astrid nodded and stood up from the table, motioning for the others to follow. She tucked the hatchet under her arm and commanded, "Alright everyone, grab your weapons and follow me."

"Good thing I got finished sharpening my Double Deathbolts this morning," remarked Batwings.

"Alvin, you'd better watch out!" shouted Tuff.

"Let's go fly through this storm of Outcasts," Astrid said as she mounted her Nadder, who chirped enthusiastically. She seemed to be itching for a fight.

"Hey, that should be her name," commented Snaketail, from her perch on Horrorcow's neck. "Stormfly. Catchy, don't you think?"

Astrid, Snotlout, Snaketail, and Batwings all mounted their dragons and flew out of the Great Hall. The rest of the gang ran out of the Meade Hall on foot, but Arachne paused before she passed through the doors. The young girl turned back and looked at Hiccup, beckoning for him to come along.

"I'll catch up," he mouthed. Reluctantly, Arachne nodded and followed the others.

Turning to his father, Hiccup pleaded, "Please, Dad, let me go to Monster Island and get the monsters. At least with them, we can defend ourselves."

The elder Haddock sighed and gave him a grave nod. "Go," he said. "But be careful. You don't know what Alvin is capable of."

Without hesitation, the Chief-to-be was off and running, disappearing from the Meade Hall in only a few seconds.

Stoick turned to the Vikings that had stayed with him when the others had left. "As for the rest of you, we'll head to the woods. Nobody knows that forest like we do."

Gobber and two other Vikings nodded understandingly. Raising his blacksmithing hammer, the former proclaimed, "An' when Alvin comes lookin' fer us there, he'll walk righ' into our trap!"

* * *

><p><strong>Village Plaza<strong>

Stealthily as a Terrible Terror in a nest of sleeping Blundertails, Hiccup snuck through the deserted village, slipping into darkened alleyways and shortcuts at every opportunity he got. So far, his path hadn't crossed with those of any Outcasts, but he knew that it was too much to hope that they found Berk not worth the effort it took to conquer.

Hiccup reached the end of his latest shadowy alley and raced out into the open. He was surprisingly fast and nimble on his one and a half legs as he reached the edge of the dark village and headed on a direct route to the docks. If he could get a boat, any boat, out into the ocean and toward Monster Island, he would be safe.

But unfortunately, luck was running against him. When he got to the docks, he suddenly noticed a small Outcast skiff slipping into the harbor practically right in front of him.

Thanking Thor and Odin that the crew hadn't noticed him, Hiccup doubled back toward the village. However, he had only run a few yards past the first house before he saw a dim orange glow appear around the corner and heard hostile voices talking to one another.

He backed away from the approaching Outcast party, only to find that the crew aboard the skiff had climbed ashore already, much faster than Hiccup had thought possible, and was now right behind him.

Neither patrol had noticed him yet. The Haddock boy took the last possible route out of trouble and ducked underneath the porch of the nearest house. He fit almost perfectly underneath, and the Outcasts walked right past him without so much as a glance toward his hiding spot.

"H-Hey H-Hiccup."

The voice was so startling that Hiccup almost screamed aloud. He whipped around and saw none other than Fishlegs hiding right behind him, soaking wet and shivering madly.

"Fishlegs!" snapped Hiccup.

"A-Alvin's looking for y-you," the husky boy stammered, once he had stopped shivering enough to speak. "He's looking for 'the Monster Conqueror'."

Pausing for a second to digest this, Hiccup asked, "How do you know this? And just _why_ did you think it would be fine to go for a swim in the dead of night, with Outcasts running around?"

Gulping, Fishlegs began to explain…

* * *

><p><strong>Flashback<strong>

_Just a few minutes ago, Fishlegs and the twins had taken a separate route down to Thor's Beach. The Ingerman had taken a moment to sit on the edge of a cliff and catch his breath, and was now gazing out over the ocean and admiring the light of the moon as it sparkled over the gentle waves._

"_Come on, Fish-face," urged Ruff. "We've gotta go down to the beach and protect the other Vikings from possible Outcast attacks."_

"_Which will be awesome," said Tuff, dreamily. "You think I'll get a head to mount on my side of the wall?"_

_Fishlegs paid them no heed, and simply continued to stare off into the night sky. "Oh, Heatray," he murmured sadly, "I miss you so much."_

"_Here he goes again," muttered the female Thorston._

"'_The moon is full, my heart is empty'," Fishlegs recited, then paused. "Hmm, what rhymes with 'empty'?"_

"_Don't waste yer time."_

_Fishlegs squeaked and turned around, eyes wide as if he had just seen a ghost. There, right in front of them, was the grinning face of Alvin the Treacherous. Behind him, his assistant Savage had both Ruff and Tuff in his grasp._

"_Nothin' rhymes with 'empty'," Alvin added. He then grabbed Fishlegs by the hilt of his jacket and demanded, "Now, 'oo's the Monster Conqueror?"_

_There was a moment of silence – and then a high-pitched, girlish scream shrieked through the night, loud enough to make Alvin and Savage wince in pain. Growling, the leader of the Outcasts reared back and hurled the offender over the cliff._

_It was Fishlegs. His rather large body hit the water below with a distant splash, cutting off his scream abruptly._

"_Whoa, Fishlegs screams like a girl," Ruffnut smirked._

"_I know," chuckled Tuffnut. "It's awesome."_

_Alvin turned to them next, jabbing a finger threateningly at the male twin's chest. "Why don't you tell me 'oo the Monster Conqueror is?" he suggested in a voice low with menace._

"_You'll never take us alive, Outcast scum!" declared Tuff. He suddenly broke free of Savage's grasp and jumped over the cliff, shouting with glee as he did so._

"_Uh… what he said!" added Ruff, and followed her brother over._

_Raising an eyebrow at their obvious idocy, Alvin grunted and walked away from the cliff. He had a Monster Conqueror to find._

* * *

><p><strong>Yeah, Nightshade's with the Outcasts in this story! Didn't see that one coming, did you?<strong>

**I also bet you didn't predict the first appearance of Stormfly in this chapter, either. That makes four Monster Riders with both a monster and a dragon!**

**Part two of "Alvin and the Outcasts" is coming soon! Review in the meantime, if you please!**


	18. Chapter 18

_**Chapter 9**_

_**Alvin and the Outcasts Part 2**_

* * *

><p><strong>Hiccup's House<strong>

Alvin and Savage approached the large building overlooking the rest of Berk, situated on the same large hill that the Great Hall was. The Monstrous Nightmare figurehead carved into the roof, above the door, gave it away as Stoick the Vast's place of residence.

The leader of the Outcasts stopped in front of the porch and rested his hands on his hips, looking up at the familiar place. "Should I knock?" he asked Savage. "I mean, what's considered diplomatic in these situations?"

Of course, the question was rhetorical. Alvin stomped up the steps, up to the door, and threw it off of its hinges with one powerful kick. The door went flying inside, and the barbarian lumbered inside.

"Tha' seems about right," he grunted with satisfaction. "Stoick! Show yer face!"

He got no reply. There was a calm fire crackling softly in the fire pit, but apart from those flames, nothing moved nor made a sound.

"The ol' coward's turned an' run," Alvin growled, as he made his way back outside.

"Sir!" called a voice, and he turned to see a small group of his soldiers and their Nadder mounts running up the slopes toward him. The Outcast leading the group took a step forward and whispered in his ear for a few seconds, then backed away when he nodded thoughtfully.

"We'll split up," Alvin decided. He pointed to four soldiers and ordered, "You four go to the forest, while Savage an' I go to the beach. An' take Nightshade with you, just in case. Tell me, Savage," he suddenly went on, after a brief pause, "'ow many 'ostages is a Monster Conqueror worth?"

"Seven!" suggested Savage, eagerly. "No wait, maybe nine!"

The Outcasts left Hiccup's house without another word. Four of the regular soldiers left on Nadder-back, while Alvin's Whispering Death dove underground and followed them. Alvin, Savage, and the rest of the Nadder-mounted Outcasts headed in the general direction of Thor's Beach.

From the wall shrouded in shadow, away from the full moon's light, Hiccup and Fishlegs looked at each other, aghast at what they had overheard.

"What do we do now?" the Ingerman boy asked.

"You go into the woods and warn my father," Hiccup replied. "I need to get ahead of Alvin and warn Mulch and the others. Just watch out for that Whispering Death – she's a sneaky one."

Fishlegs nodded and dashed off, surprisingly stealthy for such a large boy, and Hiccup ran in the opposite direction, after Alvin and his Outcasts.

* * *

><p><strong>Berk Woods<strong>

Gobber, Spitelout, Stoick, and two other Vikings were standing on a small cliff that wound across the edge of the forest. It was here where they planned to set their trap, where the forest met the ocean – with a fifty-foot vertical drop in between. It was a place that no foreigner to Berk would know about, unless shown the way.

Of course, that was their plan.

"When they come lookin' fer us in the forest," Gobber said, "they'll hafta come through here."

Spitelout nodded and replied, "Alright, what weapons do we have?"

Reluctantly, Gobber laid out the options on the rocky ground in front of them. "Two fryin' pans, a rollin' pin, and a kitchen knife. Plus me hammer," he added, waving his weapon around a little more obviously.

Stoick glanced down at the items with a scoff. "And what are we going to do with these when we meet Alvin?" he asked scornfully. "Bake him a cake?"

"Pie would be nice too," replied Gobber. "Who doesn't like pie?"

Smugly, the blacksmith picked up the knife and tossed it with all his might at a nearby tree. It buried itself dead-center in the tree's trunk, and less than a second later, the huge plant split in two.

"Tha' could be useful," Gobber concluded with a satisfied smile.

All of a sudden, a faint sound reached their ears, prompting them into instant silence. The sound got steadily louder, until it became clear enough to deduce that it was, in fact, the crackling of dead leaves underfoot and low voices talking. Stoick gave his men a nod, and they ran as fast as they could into the forest – they hoped to reach the designated trap site before the Outcasts reached Gobber, who stayed behind.

When the Outcasts made their way down the cliffside about a minute later, they immediately saw the blacksmith in his dull yellow shirt racing after the others. They shouted to each other in surprise at the sight of him, and emitted fierce battle cries before chasing after their fleeing quarry.

"You lousy Outcasts!" shouted Gobber as he dashed through the dark forest, pushing past thick shrubs and dodging trees in his path. "Yeh'll never take me alive!"

The chase was furious but short. Soon, Gobber had reached a ten-foot high cliff, and the four Outcast soldiers were right behind him. Without hesitation, he jumped right off the ledge and landed amongst the rocks below, before recovering his balance and heading even deeper into the woods. The terrain began to change as the trees became sparser, and soon he was scrambling across hard, mountainous earth toward a gigantic cliff wall in the distance.

He stopped running when he could run no further. The massive wall, the grey rock making up its composition shrouded in darkness, loomed directly ahead of him, much too large for him to climb. The Outcast soldiers cornered him and immediately rushed forward, weapons raised.

"Looks like… ya got me, boys," panted Gobber, with mock tiredness.

Just as the Outcasts reached him, Stoick and the other Vikings rushed from their hiding spots around the clearing with furious yells, startling their enemies into hesitating. That, of course, was what caused them to be quickly overwhelmed, as the Hooligan warriors fended off their frantic weapon strikes with blows from their own, less deadly weapons.

Stoick stepped over the unconscious body of the Outcast he had just felled, and whipped out his frying pan to bash the last soldier in the head without even looking. He and his men had easily won the battle.

"Or maybe it's _we _who've got _you_," Gobber chuckled.

A sudden rustle in the bushes, just below a nearby ledge, caught Stoick's attention, and he raised a hand for silence. He listened for a second longer before deciding to take action. Ordering to the others, "That way, over there," he dashed to the edge of the ledge and hid behind the nearest tree, while the other Vikings scattered to surround what could be an attacker.

Stoick peeked out from behind the tree to see a large brown shape scurry through the shrubbery below. It might have just been a wild pig – nothing worth going after – but the Chief wasn't sure, and knew that he couldn't take any chances.

He ran silently along the ledge even as it sloped downward, easily keeping pace with whatever the creature was. When he was back amongst the bushes, with the mountainous ledge behind him, he suddenly veered off and jumped into the foliage, tackling the unknown being to the ground. They rolled several times before coming to a stop, and Stoick raised his fist in order to finish –

"_Stoick, no!_"

Hearing the terrified squeal caused Stoick to lower his fist and peer more closely at what he had underneath him. It was none other than his son's friend Fishlegs.

"For the love of Thor, Fishlegs," he scolded, "I could have killed you!"

"Thank you for not killing me," gasped Fishlegs, a hand to his chest as if he was trying to slow his heart rate.

"What are you doing here?" Stoick asked, more gently.

"Alvin the Treacherous grabbed me!" the Ingerman boy replied. "He looked really treacherous."

"I know they're here, Fishlegs," responded Stoick, standing up.

Fishlegs got to his knees and said fearfully, "They're here for Hiccup!"

But instantly, before Stoick could say anything else, the ground exploded literally right next to Fishlegs, showering him in dirt even as he screamed. A black-and-grey serpent rose out of the earth and glared down at them with blank, white eyes, hissing at them ferociously.

Fishlegs managed to find his voice, squeaking, "Alvin's Whispering Death!"

"Do you have your Sword and Shield?" demanded Stoick, reaching out a meaty hand.

As soon as Fishlegs handed over his Carapace Mace, the Chief charged toward the malicious dragon with a mighty shout. Casually, the Whispering Death coiled her body and flung several spines at him, causing him to duck and roll to the side. Anticipating this move, the Death shot forward and wrapped her coils around him, already constricting and preparing to finish him off. She raised her head and opened her terrible jaws…

… only for her to drop to the ground in a motionless heap, her body relaxing and allowing Stoick to climb out from underneath. There was a developing bruise on her forehead, right between the eyes.

Before Stoick could question what had happened, Gobber limped out from behind a tree and retrieved his frying pan with a chuckle.

"Told ya tha' could be useful," he claimed with a triumphant grin.

* * *

><p><strong>Thor's Beach<strong>

It didn't take long for the Outcasts to find and capture the villagers hiding on Thor's Beach. Inadvertently, it had been Bucket and Mulch who had led them right to the beach, allowing them to round up almost the entire Hooligan tribe. Of course, without weapons, the population of Berk was forced to surrender almost immediately to the evil soldiers on Nadder-back – even the Monster Riders.

The teens were all clustered at the back of the group, nearest to the water, whose tide rushed up and down the beach at regular intervals. They were with their dragons, closely guarded by a trio of Outcasts and their Nadders. There was no way they could mount their reptilian steeds without their guards noticing, which only soured their moods.

The biggest Outcast marched up to a tall rock platform at the head of the crowd, his comparatively scrawny aide at his side. Astrid and the rest had no doubt that this was Alvin, leader of the Outcasts.

The massive man smirked at his innumerable captives and began to speak in his low rasp of a voice. "If you 'aven't yet figured it out," he announced, "I'm the one an' only Alvin the Treacherous! An' just to be clear, that name was _earned_."

"'Alvin'?" asked Tuffnut in a very loud whisper. "How'd he earn _that_?"

Said murderous barbarian heard the remark, and the Monster Riders' snickers, and glared down at the sopping-wet Thorston siblings, who had yet to completely dry after jumping into the ocean earlier.

"Yer leader's gone an' abandoned ya," continued Alvin, smugly. "But don't worry, Stoick doesn't concern me. I'm not 'ere for 'im! I want the Monster Conqueror!"

At once, the Monster Riders all exchanged glances. It didn't take a genius like Fishlegs – who was strangely absent – to figure out that Alvin was talking about Hiccup. But the way he referred to the boy as 'the Monster Conqueror' meant that he probably didn't know his true identity.

For now, anyway.

Mildew stepped forward and said, snidely, in Astrid's ear, "Well, say goodbye to Hiccup."

He started to shout Alvin's name, but never made it past the first syllable. Astrid smashed her balled fist into his nose furiously, releasing a bit of her pent-up anger at the old man as she did so. Mildew was immediately unconscious on the sand, trickles of blood pouring from his even-more-crooked nose.

When Alvin, having heard Mildew's shout, turned to look expectantly at them, Snaketail hastily picked the old man up and said innocently, "My granddad's frail. He needs his nap."

The Outcast leader grunted and moved on. "Now as I was sayin', tell me who the Monster Conqueror is, and you'll all go free!"

Astrid snorted quietly – she trusted him about as far as she could throw Stormfly. The Nadder was shifting her feet in a nervous fashion, clearly uncomfortable with all the hostile Nadders surrounding her.

"A conqueror, come on!" laughed Snotlout. "I'll show him a _real_ conqueror…"

While the Thorston twins snickered in anticipation, the arrogant Jorgenson pulled out his old bludgeon – the same one that he had found earlier that day – and snuck through the crowd toward the ledge upon which Alvin stood. The three Outcasts guards never noticed a thing, so stealthy was his absence. Thankfully, Hookfang let his rider go and didn't follow.

Snotlout successfully snuck past all the Outcasts and climbed up the ledge, his bludgeon held at the ready. Some of the villagers looked up at him and whispered to one another, but otherwise didn't do anything to alert the Outcast soldiers, no matter how stupid they thought the boy was being.

About to strike the ugly brute down, Snotlout raised the club high above his head – and then Alvin turned around idly to face him, making him stop dead in his tracks.

He did what any brave Viking warrior would have done. "For you, sir," he said sweetly, getting down on one knee and offering the bludgeon to Alvin.

Down on the beach, Batwings, Tuffnut, Snaketail, and Arachne all facepalmed in unison.

"Mighty nice o' you, son," Alvin said, taking the bludgeon and patting Snotlout roughly on the back as he walked past. "But I'd check yer trousers if I were you – I think you've soiled yerself."

Snotlout snuck back down to the rest of the group, and was met by a kick to the shin from a scowling Arachne.

Quietly so as not to alert the Outcasts, Astrid reached down and pulled out Alvin's old hatchet, the one that Stoick had gave her. She raised the weapon, and when one of the Outcasts saw what she was doing and shouted a warning, it was too late – the blade had already left her hand and was sailing straight and true through the air.

Just before it would have smashed into Alvin's head, his arm shot out with shocking speed and grabbed it by the handle. Astrid only gaped.

"Me old 'atchet!" the barbarian said delightedly. "I was wonderin' when I'd be gettin' this back."

The Outcast who had noticed Astrid's attempted assault slung her over his shoulder and, despite her struggles, walked up to the ledge and threw her onto it for Alvin to deal with. As she got up and dusted herself off, he stomped over to stare her down with amusement.

"Tryin' to kill Alvin the Treacherous, eh?" he asked, chuckling. "Yer not as smart as you look. Now why don't you tell me who yer Monster Conqueror is?"

Astrid kept her mouth firmly shut and glared balefully at her foe, noticing Arachne's distant gasp of horror but not giving any indication that she did.

"Either you can tell me now, or I'll feed you to me dragon once she's done with that ol' coward Stoick," Alvin added, slightly more threateningly.

Inwardly, Astrid was battling with herself – should she give him the answer, or die and have Alvin simply move on to the next Viking? Her sacrifice might be for naught. No, she needed someone else to act, because if no one did, she was trapped between a rock and a hard place.

"Leave them alone!"

The carrying, firm, and determined voice rang out not a moment too soon, just in time to save her hide. Hiccup suddenly jumped down from the cliff above and landed on his feet, standing up to stare defiantly and directly into Alvin's eyes. Despite his unassuming frame, the look in his orbs was that of a fierce Viking warrior. The crowd collectively relaxed at his appearance – they knew that Hiccup had never let them down before, and that he wasn't about to now.

"I am the Monster Conqueror," the Haddock boy declared. He drew himself up straight and attempted to look heroic.

His 'heroic' posture quickly turned into one of exasperation when Alvin stepped away from Astrid, laughing his head off. "_You_?! Stoick's little embarrassment?" he guffawed.

Yes, Hiccup's past reputation as 'the worst Viking Berk has ever seen' wasn't exactly a secret amongst those of the archipelago. His father was one of the best and most well-known of Chiefs, and thus he got around quite a lot, enough for it to be known that his son… hadn't been what he had been expecting.

Hiccup willed himself to stop thinking about this – it was all in the past, after all, and his father was rarely disappointed with him these days. "I drove the monsters from Berk," he told Alvin, allowing a bit of feigned menace to creep into his voice. "Look around – have you seen any since arriving here on our shores?"

Alvin abruptly stopped his guffawing and looked around at the peaceful beach. Indeed, there was no apparent sign that monsters had ever come here.

"I-It's true," Astrid chimed in right at that moment. "All the monsters are scared of Hiccup. He even conquered a Gore Magala!"

At the mention of the fiercest and most mysterious of monsters, Alvin turned his thoughtful gaze to Hiccup and looked at the boy closely. At last, he accused, "Yer bluffin'."

"Am I?" challenged Hiccup. "I guess there's only one way for me to prove it, is there?"

Slowly, the Outcast leader's face brightened with realization.

"Take me to Monster Island," the Chief-to-be finished, in a voice harder than the hatchet his enemy wielded.

* * *

><p><strong>Monster Island<strong>

For once in his life, Hiccup had a plan that he had actually thought, if not completely, then at least mostly, through. So far, it was going well, as Alvin had agreed to take Hiccup to Monster Island in order to prove that he was the 'conqueror' that he was looking for. All of the Outcasts previously guarding Berk's population had come as well, just in case. They were flying above Alvin's boat right now on their Nadders, doing their duty and watching for any threats.

Before Hiccup had left, he had given his Monster Riders a significant look, one that he hoped had translated to "Follow us and get your monsters, then we can drive the Outcasts away." He figured that Astrid or Snaketail would be able to interpret, since Snotlout and Tuffnut, for instance, even had trouble interpreting spoken words.

By now, Hiccup didn't care if the Outcasts knew that those of Berk rode monsters instead of fighting them. All that mattered was that he and Sightless found each other again, for he knew that the Gore Magala was on Monster Island. And when the Outcasts realized that the Hooligans and the monsters had become allies, maybe they would leave Berk alone for good in fear of their new and deadly enemies.

As they sailed through the mists that surrounded the area near Monster Island, Hiccup remained calm as he stood between two burly Outcasts that had been stationed as guards – again, just in case. Batwings was there as well, since Hiccup had convinced Alvin that they were partners that worked together to hunt monsters. Alvin had bought it, and allowed the Siren to come with them. He was also monitored by a pair of soldiers, who were slightly more nervous about keeping watch over a well-known man-eater than the pathetically-thin son of a Chief.

"I'm sure Stoick's told you plenty about your island's most feared enemy," Alvin was saying now, puffing out his chest none too subtly.

"And who was that again?" Hiccup replied evenly. "Oh yeah, you. Nope, not so much."

Alvin was shocked. "Really? Not a word?"

"Nope," said Hiccup, smugly.

"Nothin'?" Alvin asked again.

"Nuh-uh, nothing about you," affirmed Hiccup. He said this in a bored voice that made Alvin visibly angry, clenching his fists and gritting his teeth slightly.

"Uh, Hiccup," whispered Batwings. "Perhaps we should show a little bit more respect to someone who could crush our heads at any time. And he _has_ done that before, I'm sure, which makes him all the more to be respected."

"Just relax," Hiccup replied. "I've got a plan."

"Yeah, that's comforting," the humanoid dragon muttered, folding his arms.

Hiccup then turned to Alvin and said seriously, "Look, Alvin, all I care about is that I do what you want, and then you leave the people of Berk in peace."

The barbarian only laughed heartily and put his hands on his hips. "On me word, boy!" he assured him with a grin.

Privately, Hiccup and Batwings doubted that very much.

Finally, the mists cleared just enough so that the dormant volcano that dominated Monster Island came into view, towering over the rock-covered shores. A few of the Outcasts gulped audibly and stiffened with fear. Even Alvin looked a little nervous as he looked upon the great, towering mountain that ominously scraped the sky.

"Say, 'iccup," he said, with an undercurrent of fear in his voice that he tried his best to hide. "Isn't this where it's rumored that an 'umongous monster slumbers beneath the monsters' nest?"

"Yep," Hiccup confirmed, "this is the place. I even saw the creature with my own eyes, and barely lived to tell the tale."

He didn't mention, though, that he had actually ended its own life – that would have been pushing it a little, stretching his tale a bit too much for Alvin to deem it believable. Even though it was the truth.

The ship ran aground all of a sudden, and as the Outcasts climbed over the side with Lances and Switch Axes at the ready, Alvin helpfully hoisted Hiccup onto the rocky coast. Batwings fluttered off the boat with a few wingbeats and landed beside them, his talons noticeably scraping against the pebbles. Everyone except for he and Hiccup were looking around nervously, trying to determine where the constant gurgling and warbling of a thousand hiding monsters was coming from.

The sound, however, was coming from everywhere. It was just like the first time he had visited Monster Island, back before he had faced the evil Fatalis.

The remains of the once-feared monster empress lay farther up the slope in front of them. Alvin's eyes went wide at the sight of the Fatalis' bones, and even Hiccup was a little amazed – after all, he had never seen her skeleton, as he had been rendered unconscious even as she died in a blaze of immense proportions. Instinctively, he shook his head to dispel the painful memories.

But then, he heard the Outcasts begin to mutter and hold their weapons a little higher. Batwings rustled his wings in surprise, and Hiccup averted his eyes to where they were looking.

His heart leapt. Climbing down the vertical mountainside only a few dozen meters before them, claws grabbing at boulders and outcroppings as easily as an insect, was Sightless. His cloak-like wings were spread wide, and as they flapped in the wind, he raised his horned head to peer at them with his eyeless, glowing purple sockets.

"Odin's ghost!" exclaimed Alvin. "Is that a…"

"Gore Magala," Hiccup informed him confidently. "The unholy offspring of contagion and plague itself."

Sightless, with a mighty leap, pounced off the mountain and onto the ground, black mist swirling around him and being spread with every flap of his cloak. His clawed wings gripped the earth underneath him, reaching out together to pull him toward them at a steady yet frightening pace. His regular four legs barely had to work as his powerful arms propelled him across the coast.

A snarl emitted from Sightless' jaws, and he spread his wings with a terrifying scream. Two soldiers, as well as Savage, raised their Bowguns – heavy weapons that worked a lot like crossbows, only on a much bigger scale.

"Put those away!" Hiccup exclaimed, a little too desperately.

"They'll only make him angrier," added Batwings, covering up his friend's slip. "After all, he looks pretty ticked right now!" He pointed with a claw toward Sightless' arms, held at the ready, and his curved horns.

"Watch and learn," Hiccup said smugly, already beginning to walk toward the monster.

"By all means, proceed!" Alvin said encouragingly, then snickered to himself. "Good thing I'm not squeamish…"

Hiccup pretended to ignore him and stalked fearlessly towards Sightless. With another animalistic scream, the Gore Magala pounced and pinned him under a claw. Black mist coiled around the trapped Haddock boy as he struggled and tried not to breathe. Apparently annoyed by his rider's attempts to get out, the enraged monster screamed and swung Hiccup off the ground with his claw, to the gasps of the watching Outcasts.

"Yeah, I'm happy to see you too, bud," the boy muttered sarcastically.

His snide remark gave Sightless pause, and he brought Hiccup up to his muzzle. While the Outcasts began to murmur in anticipation of seeing him eaten, the Gore Magala sniffed at the boy and tilted his head, peering at him. And all of a sudden, he recognized his rider and gave him a lick.

"They inspect their prey before they eat it," Batwings could be heard whispering to Alvin and Savage.

"We can catch up later, Sightless," Hiccup said, "but for now, just play along."

Sightless seemed confused, but nodded and dropped the Chief-to-be on the ground. Hiccup then leapt to his feet and unsheathed his Hunter's Dagger from his belt, waving it around in a showy manner while Sightless reared up and flapped his wings convincingly.

"You can't defeat me, you dirty lizard!" proclaimed Hiccup, loudly. The Outcasts were muttering and gasping in awe as Hiccup pretended to back Sightless into a corner.

All of a sudden, Alvin caught sight of the glinting metal that made up Sightless' splint and stirrup as the Gore Magala was waving his wings around. He said to himself, "What is that boy up to?"

As quickly as he could, Hiccup jumped onto Sightless' back and into his usual position aboard the saddle. He felt a sudden surge of courage as he glared down at the Outcasts from his perch atop the furious monster.

"By the way," he informed them. "I'm not the Monster Conqueror. I'm a Monster Rider!"

Sightless let out his loudest, most deafening scream yet, and together, they launched themselves into the sky with a swish of Sightless' cloak. In the blink of an eye, Batwings had revealed his true form and slithered toward his enemies with a screech.

"Great thunder of Thor!" exclaimed Alvin. "He _is_ the Monster Conqueror! Outcasts, fire them catapults!"

Two men on the beach didn't make it back to the boat, as one had been knocked out by Batwings' tail while the other was bitten in half. As Batwings abandoned the warrior's torso to bleed out on the beach, the rest of the Outcasts made it to their comrades still on their ship and fired their catapults at the circling Hiccup and Sightless. But while they were good shots, they had the Gore Magala's speed sorely underestimated.

Weaving around each boulder with ease, Sightless turned swiftly in the air and shot blasts of black fire back at them, decimating the catapults and spreading his virus around the boat.

However, Savage had already taken aim with his Bowgun and fired three sharp-tipped bullets – commonly known amongst gunning hunters as Slicing Shots – at them, which whistled loudly toward Hiccup as he only just started to steer Sightless away –

… and then a searing bolt of blinding light and heat shot directly in front of them, smashing into the Slicing Shots just before they would have embedded themselves in Hiccup's body. The boy turned around to look in the direction of the fire blast, and found himself staring at the smug grin of none other than Blackhawk.

"What took you all so long?" called Hiccup, a giddy grin forming on his face as he saw his friends rise up from the island below to join him in their usual formation.

"Why, did you miss us?" asked Snaketail cheekily, from her position behind Twinhorn's frill.

"Hey, Mocktalk!" called Batwings, flying up toward where the Qurupeco flew. He quickly shapeshifted and fluttered down onto the bird wyvern's back, quickly getting comfortable and readying for the fight of their lives.

"Mocktalk missed you guys!" trilled Mocktalk, doing a celebratory roll in the air.

"These next few minutes are gonna be _awesome_!" sang Ruffnut, and Queen eagerly growled in agreement.

They dove as one, down toward the enemy ship. It was only then did Hiccup see that there was another ship already engaging the Outcasts, one that was carrying Stoick and Gobber into battle.

"Aim for their catapults!" roared the Chief. "Then we'll let the monsters finish 'em off!"

On Stoick's command, their own catapults fired on the Outcast ship and flattened several of the soldiers. Two enemy catapults were also crushed under the storm of boulders, while holes were punched into the deck.

"Shoot them monsters down!" Alvin screamed, ignoring Stoick for now. He ran to the last remaining catapult and, without really taking aim, pushed down on the lever.

Sightless instinctively rolled to escape the flying rock, and it barreled straight toward Arachne. The young girl caught sight of the incoming boulder with a gasp, and pulled hard on Venomwing's saddle by reflex. The Remobra was sent into a roll with a startled shriek, and Arachne couldn't hold on tightly enough. While the boulder missed by a fraction of an inch and Venomwing soared off unscathed, Arachne plummeted onto the deck of Alvin's ship.

The snake wyvern hissed and dove after her, trying to snatch the Philston up in her claws – however, an Outcast leapt at her with his Switch Axe and scared her away. Hiccup, who wasn't so cowardly, urged Sightless toward the ship regardless, only to reluctantly pull up when he saw Alvin with a protective arm around his new hostage.

Although it pained him to admit it, the Monster Riders couldn't do anything with their littlest member in enemy hands. He yelled at his friends, "Hold your fire!"

Not listening, Snotlout launched an attack with his monster, and Snotsnarl roared powerfully at the ship. The sonic attack caused water to spray up over the deck and into the Outcasts' eyes, momentarily blinding them.

"What did I just tell you?" Hiccup demanded.

"I heard you say 'fire'!" protested Snotlout.

"I told you to _hold_ your fire!" his cousin snapped.

"There, you said it again!" the Jorgenson argued.

"He's right!" agreed Snaketail all of a sudden. "Those with fire should aim for the water!"

"_Thank you_!" said Snotlout gratefully.

Hiccup caught onto her plan immediately, and he and the rest of the fire-breathing monsters streaked toward the ship. Blackhawk, Queen and King, and Heatray all strafed the area around the water-borne vessel with their fire, beginning to envelop it in steam. Tuffnut and King went around for another go, this time spreading explosive powder onto the water. Finally, Mocktalk flew by and ignited the powder with a clap of his wings, and the resulting explosion rocked the boat while creating a huge steam cloud that descended upon the Outcasts.

From there, everything happened at once. While the confused soldiers fired their Bowguns randomly and at nothing, Stoick's ship plowed into their hull with the metallic blade fixed on the prow. With Alvin off balance, Arachne slammed her fist into his face and made a break for it, dodging enemy soldiers on her way to the stern. Alvin tried to grab her, but was met with a rough tackle from Fishlegs and Heatray, from which he recovered in time to see them melt away into the steam blanket.

Venomwing immediately plunged down from out of the obscuring cloud, talons outstretched. Outcasts panicked at her sudden appearance, but it was for naught, as the Remobra merely swooped onto the ship to pluck Arachne off the deck. She vanished again immediately after that.

Stoick had gotten on deck while the Outcasts were busy with the monsters. He ambushed Alvin from behind, throwing a punch that threw his nemesis across the deck.

"You're a coward for taking my son," he growled.

"I take wha' I want when I want, Stoick!" Alvin shot back, and lunged forward into battle.

The two powerful Vikings briefly engaged in a fist-fight that ended abruptly, when Stoick gave Alvin an uppercut that sent him reeling. Really, that only encouraged the leader of the barbarians to come back even harder than before, escalating the fight by using an anchor attached to a long rope. The renewed fight was brief as well, but decisive – Stoick rapidly got the upper hand, as Alvin's last over-eager swing caused the anchor to wedge itself in the ship's figurehead. Instantly, it split off from the boat and dropped into the water, dragging the startled Alvin overboard with it.

"Finish them!" screeched Batwings.

"Monster Riders, hit them with everything you've got!" yelled Hiccup.

Together with Sightless, the Haddock boy led the squad of Monster Riders toward the Outcasts for one final assault. Bursts of fire, blasts of sound, and blobs of mucus and venom rained down upon the doomed boat. While Gobber and Stoick frantically rowed their boat out of range, Ruff and Tuff spread more explosive powder over the deck of the ship. As the Outcasts began to inhale the dust, Sightless fired a single shot of black flame directly at the ship.

The powder reacted, and the ship violently exploded in a conflagration that sent shockwaves rippling through the air. The Outcasts who had inhaled the flammable powder were blown to bits alongside their boat.

The trip back to Berk was silent, but no one could deny that everyone was elated. The island was safe, and the monsters were back where they truly belonged. The Berk Monster Riders flew their companions alongside Stoick's ship, and Hiccup and Sightless landed on the deck, spending the ride back home with a very proud father.

Back on the beaches of Monster Island, however, Alvin and Savage were wading toward shore and chuckling to themselves. "They ride monsters!" exclaimed the latter, extremely impressed.

"An' if we get tha' boy," added Alvin, "then _we'll_ ride monsters!"

An odd sound prompted the Outcasts to turn around. Nightshade was rapidly descending on the island, a bruise on her forehead and the edges of her wings slightly tattered. Clumsily, the Whispering Death landed in a manner that was more like a crash, landing headfirst directly on top of Savage.

"But first," Alvin decided, "we gotta get you fixed up, Nightshade ol' girl."

Painfully, the poor dragon whimpered her agreement.

* * *

><p><strong>Village Plaza<strong>

The sun was rising, and the skies and sea were filled with monsters, returning from their banishment to live on Berk once more.

The Vikings of Berk let out a collective, cheering roar as an entire flock of hundreds of flying monsters passed over them, for the first time in what seemed like forever. Although they hadn't realized it at first, but the monster horde had become something like family to them in the weeks since the war's end – and only now did they see how much they were glad to have the creatures back.

"You hear that, bud?" asked Hiccup, bending over to look at Sightless as they led the flying monsters onward. "We're back home."

Sightless finally allowed his horns to fold back into his head and his wings to cease producing black mist. He let out a happy growl, indeed glad to be back on Berk.

But amidst the cheers of the Vikings, there was still that persistent pocket of malice and general grumpiness. Naturally, said pocket was where Mildew himself stood, staring at the monsters overhead with an appalled look on his face.

"What're you all cheering about?" he demanded of the other Vikings. "Don't you remember what these beasts have done?!"

"I remember," Stoick growled, approaching the old man. "They saved our lives, and not only that, but they saved our island as well. And you," he added, handing Mildew a large shovel, "have some work to do."

The shovel could have only meant one thing – cleaning the yak stables. Mildew looked at it with disgust for a long time, before slumping in defeat and hobbling away.

"And as for you two," the Chief added, turning to Snotlout and Tuffnut, "I think it would be polite to help your neighbor."

When the Chief had walked away, Snotlout complained, "Aw man, this is the pits."

"We only wanted our monsters back," Tuff added. "That was the last time I ever listen to one of your crazy ideas."

The celebration held up until sundown, but the two boys never got to participate.

* * *

><p><em>It's funny how an attack by your greatest enemy can change things overnight.<em>

_I set out to prove that our monsters would never hurt us. What they proved was that they would protect us, with their very lives._

* * *

><p><strong>Good ending, am I right? Now, my humble readers, get ready for the next exciting chapter, coming very soon!<strong>

**Oh, and review in the meantime, please.**

**Up next: How to Pick Your Monster**
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_**Chapter 10**_

_**How to Pick Your Monster Part 1**_

* * *

><p><em>Here on Berk, we've always done things one way – the Viking way. Since monsters came, the Viking way has become, well… the hard way.<em>

_Unfortunately, some people, like my father, still refuse to change._

* * *

><p><strong>Docks<strong>

Gobber, Hiccup, and Batwings stood together on a dock with unreadable expressions on their faces as a heavily damaged ship sailed into the harbor. A team of Vikings, led by none other than Stoick the Vast, was pulling it in to be lashed to the dock and eventually repaired. Decorative shields were missing from the sides, the figurehead had been chopped off, and the hull was sliced clean through, as if assaulted by a giant blade. Shards of wood, scraps of fabric, and half-eaten fish littered the deck – it was clear that something had attacked it, and it didn't take a genius to figure out just what it was.

"Its tha' rogue monster again," Gobber muttered. "That's the second boat this week he's destroyed."

Stoick replied in frustration as he finished pulling the boat into the harbor, "And we've lost yet another catch. We might have been able to save it if we had gotten there sooner."

Hiccup shared a sad look with Sightless. Indeed, if the junior Haddock's father had listened to his son earlier, and found a monster to ride, then his job would be far easier on him. But he was still stubbornly set in his old Viking ways, no matter what the boy said.

"Did you at least get an idea of what the monster looked like?" inquired Batwings. "If we had an idea of what we were up against, then we can figure out a way to defeat it."

Stoick only shook his head. "It was too fast. I only caught a glimpse of it when it swam away, but it had already destroyed the boat and stolen the fish."

"I know how you could have gotten there sooner," Hiccup piped up, ready to bring this up again.

"Here we go again," Stoick muttered in exasperation.

Following the Chief toward the boat, Hiccup forged on, "If you had a monster, or even a dragon, you could have gotten there in five or six minutes instead of two hours – and you might have even been able to chase that rogue monster off for good."

Throwing a stray piece of driftwood aside and off of the dock, Stoick replied heatedly, "As the Chief of Berk, I do things the _Viking_ way. _Not_ the monster way."

"Well, the 'Viking way' is costing us a lot of fish, and almost as many boats," Hiccup replied smugly, knowing that he was right. Stoick realized this, but didn't want to admit it.

"The boy's right, Stoick," Gobber chimed in helpfully. "If yeh were on a monster, yeh could protect this island from a lotta things. Even Alvin."

Stoick merely arched an eyebrow and seemed to consider it.

"Right!" Hiccup jumped in. "You… you could use a monster to –"

"You're right, Gobber," said Stoick, interrupting without even looking in Hiccup's direction. "Alvin knows we have monsters now. He and his Whispering Death will be back."

Gobber patted Stoick's arm and said gently, "Yeh saw what those monsters did – they had Alvin _on the run_. Imagine if _you_ were the one commandin' them."

"I'm listening," replied the elder Haddock, curiously.

"But clearly not to me…" muttered Hiccup in annoyance. He still spared a smile for Sightless, though, when the Gore Magala growled in a friendly way and nudged his arm.

"I can see it now," Gobber began, holding his arms in front of him as if to conjure up an imaginary picture before him. "A proud Chief, rulin' his domain aboard a fearsome, possibly fire-breathin' reptile. From the air, if it could fly. Or sea, if it could swim. Or – never mind. It gives me goosebumps jus' thinkin' about it."

Only now did Stoick turn to face his son. "Gobber's right about that. I need to learn to ride a monster. When do we start the lessons?"

Rolling his eyes, the Chief-to-be replied in a voice heavy with sarcasm, "I don't know. Shouldn't we ask Gobber?"

"Eh, I really don't have a preference," the blacksmith replied. "But sooner is always better, don'tcha think?"

Hiccup facepalmed as his father nodded agreement. Gobber winked at his young apprentice and walked away, whistling.

And then Stoick's gaze turned to Batwings. When it lingered for more than three seconds, the Siren paled noticeably.

* * *

><p><strong>Berk Monster Academy<strong>

Hiccup and Stoick were standing on the nearest cliff to the Academy, almost right in front of its gates. The salty breeze of the sea gently wafted past, accompanied by the distant crash of waves against the beach nearby. Hiccup was beside Sightless, ready as always to go for a flight, and Stoick was facing Batwings, while Mocktalk stood on the sidelines curiously.

Yes, that's right – the Siren had reluctantly agreed to Hiccup's request to serve as Stoick's mount. The reason that the humanoid dragon had given was that he didn't want Torch or Mocktalk to go through this instead. However, his pride was hurt, most definitely, and he wasn't looking forward to the potential injuries that came with the job.

"It's only fun if you get a scar out of it," Astrid had said earlier, after hearing about his situation.

"No kidding, right?" Batwings had mumbled, right before taking off for the Academy. "Pain… _love_ it."

But regardless of how much pain he was anticipating, Batwings now 'stood' in his eel-like dragon form, calmly facing Stoick in as neat a coil as he could manage. His head was level with Stoick's enabling him to see eye-to-eye with the Viking.

"Now remember," Stoick said to the Siren. "Since I'm your rider, it's _me_ that's going to be controlling _you_."

Batwings' only response was a soft growl and an annoyed twitch of his tail.

"Dad," Hiccup said hesitantly, before the dragon's temper deteriorated. "Before you get on a dragon, or monster of course, you have to show him that he can trust you."

"Agreed!" chirped Mocktalk.

Arrogantly, Stoick put his hands on his hips and glared down at his son and temporary dragon. "He already trusts me. I'm his Chief!"

That remark earned Stoick a visible snarl from Batwings, whose normally ample patience was starting to run short.

"Maybe," said Hiccup, wearily, "but it still looks like he's ready to throw you off his back and into the ocean first chance he gets. The trust exercise is very simple. Just give me your hand."

Equally wearily, Stoick sighed, "I didn't come here to hold hands, Hiccup."

Ignoring that, Hiccup took his hand and brought it up in front of Batwings' snout. "Come on, bud."

The Siren took a long time to act. He just stared at the hand, as if wondering whether or not to bite it off. It looked like he was wrestling with a decision – either back out now while he still had the chance, or go ahead and do the right thing.

Finally, he sighed and pushed his head against Stoick's hand.

"You feel that?" asked Hiccup, looking up at his father.

"Yep, still smooth and slimy," he muttered, drawing his hand back and wiping his hand on his shirt.

"That's not what I meant," Hiccup said flatly.

Batwings didn't say anything, but gave his friend a sharp look that said, _So do you still think this is going to work out?_

"Can I get on him now?" Stoick asked impatiently, to which Hiccup gave in and nodded.

The elder Haddock hopped up onto Batwings' back, and the Siren abruptly fell to the ground with an almost comical squawk, yielding under Stoick's weight. Mocktalk let out a squawk of his own in response, and used his beak to help nudge his rider back up. Only with the bird wyvern's assistance did Batwings pick himself off the ground, albeit with difficulty.

Quickly, Hiccup got onto Sightless' back and advised, "Assuming that riding a dragon is the same as riding a monster, just give him a little nudge. That'll get him to –"

A gust of wind cut Hiccup off as Stoick kicked Batwings' sides with his heels, prompting the serpent to shoot off like a boulder fired from a catapult. Groaning mentally to himself, Hiccup gave Sightless his own nudge, and soon they were flying after the Chief.

"I said 'nudge'!" yelled Hiccup, slowing down to fall into flight beside his father.

"That _was_ my nudge!" Stoick argued.

Their flight leveled out eventually, and once things were calm, Hiccup was able to give his father more advice. "Riding is easy. Just steer him in the direction you want to go, and remember, the tail and wings control everything."

As Batwings picked up speed, Stoick snorted, "I know that."

What he _didn't _know, exactly, was how to steer the dragon properly. Of course, he'd never admit that out loud.

"Then why are you heading for that pillar?" retorted Hiccup, pointing to a rock spire that suddenly loomed into their path.

"Because you're distracting me!" he yelled back, and pulled hard on Batwings' head.

They rose upwards into the air just before they would have hit the hard stone. Clearing the top of the spire, they dove downwards again, right into the path of another one.

"Left!" cried Hiccup, steering Sightless away from it.

Stoick then pulled on Batwings' neck and sent him into a dizzying spin, in the wrong direction to boot. Hiccup winced at the sound of dragon and Viking hitting stone as they inevitably crashed into the spire.

"The other left!" Hiccup shouted again.

"Dragon's fault," replied Stoick, dismissively. He then steered his mount away from another rock, glancing off of it instead of ramming it head-on.

"Are you going to blame that on him too?" asked Hiccup, facepalming.

"Yep," replied an irritated Stoick.

All of a sudden, Hiccup saw that Batwings was being unintentionally steered into an uncontrolled dive towards the crashing waves below. Reluctantly urging Sightless after him, he shrieked over the wind, "Slow down!"

"I'm trying!" bellowed Stoick.

One more time, the Viking yanked on Batwings' neck, and they leveled out at the very last minute, sending up a spray of the seawater that they had barely missed crashing into.

"See?" Stoick asked, shooting Hiccup a smug look.

"No, actually, I had my eyes closed," Hiccup replied dryly.

But soon, Hiccup began to wish that his eyes were still closed. Too fast, Stoick steered Batwings in for a landing on Secluded Beach, and from the look of it, Batwings was beginning to tire fast. At the rate they were flying, they would end up going into a spectacular crash.

"You're coming in too hard, Dad!" yelled Hiccup.

"His wings are giving out!" replied Stoick, a tiny bit of fear making it into his voice. Indeed, it looked as though Batwings had given up flapping completely, and was starting to glide in hopes of softening their fall.

It didn't work. Hiccup winced and averted his gaze as a terrible screech drowned out the sound of Stoick and Batwings' painful meeting with the ground. When the din died down – alongside the dust thrown into the air upon impact – Hiccup and Sightless landed before running over to the crater that they had made in the sand.

Stoick stepped over the rim of the depression, adjusting his helmet with a stormy expression on his face. Brushing sand and dust off of his shirt and shoulder pads, he began to walk up the beach and toward the land bridge leading back to the island.

"Where are you going?" Hiccup called after him.

"Home," he grunted over his shoulder. "I'm done with this. I have a village to take care of."

Hiccup sighed to himself and thought, _That could have gone better. Maybe we shouldn't have used Batwings as a mount…_

Overhead, there was a startled squawk, and Mocktalk flew down to the beach all willy-nilly. The Qurupeco tripped over his own feet when he landed, he was so frantic, but scrambled to his talons with all speed and raced over to where Batwings still lay.

"You okay? You okay?" he trilled worriedly, hopping up and down with anxiety.

"Never been better," came the agonized reply, and Batwings emerged from the pit in his humanoid form. As soon as he was up on the beach, he doubled over and emptied the contents of his stomach onto the sand.

"I am so, so sorry about this," Hiccup apologized, a little sheepishly.

"Next time you ask me to do you a favor," Batwings moaned, after throwing up again, "I'll slap you in the face."

Suddenly, Stoick was with them again, heading back to them from the land bridge that Hiccup thought he had been walking toward. But a glance at the land bridge revealed that the tide had come in, and the bridge had been swallowed by the sea.

"I'll need a ride home," the Chief said bluntly.

Hiccup nodded, then turned to Mocktalk. "You don't mind if you carry Dad back to Berk, do you?" he asked hopefully.

The bird wyvern tilted his head, considering, and then nodded. "Nope! Mocktalk will do it!"

"Alright," grunted Stoick. "Let's get this madness over with…" With some difficulty, he got on Mocktalk – but unlike Batwings, Mocktalk was large and strong enough to carry him without falling.

Hiccup easily hoisted himself onto Sightless' back again and prepared to take off. "Mocktalk, Batwings, just follow me. We will be taking the scenic route."

Stoick caught his remark and began, "Wait, what do –"

But he was abruptly cut off when Mocktalk launched himself off the beach after Sightless, who had already taken off. Batwings flew beside his Chief and his monster, and together they soared through the clouds on their way to Berk.

"This isn't the way home, Hiccup!" Stoick yelled as they passed right over Berk.

"I _did_ say we were taking the scenic route!" Hiccup called back to him, leading them higher into the sky and in the direction of the farming lands.

"Right now, my lunch is taking the 'scenic route' from my stomach to my throat!" retorted the elder Haddock.

"Just be thankful you still _have_ lunch in your stomach," growled Batwings. Then, changing the subject, he continued, "See, your Chiefing would be so much easier if you rode a monster or a dragon."

Scowling, Stoick replied, "Dragon, I'd much rather stay on the – hang on," he interrupted himself, staring down at the fields below. "What's going on in the farming lands?"

Indeed, as the trio of flying beasts swooped lower to observe the farm at a closer distance, they saw that almost all of the yaks in one field had been tipped over onto their sides, mooing and groaning lowly. Hiccup, Stoick, and Batwings each caught a brief glimpse of glinting helmets and blonde hair ducking down behind a stack of barrels.

"Great," muttered Stoick. "The Thorston twins have been yak-tipping again, haven't they?"

Obligingly, Sightless spat out a blast of black fire at the barrels, shattering them to splinters and sending mist flying everywhere. Ruff and Tuff immediately scurried out from their hiding spot and away from the mist. They might be stupid, but they were smart enough to know what would happen if they breathed it in.

"I WANT EVERY YAK BACK ON ITS FEET IMMEDIATELY!" Stoick roared from overhead, just as the winged triad soared low over the twins' heads.

Knowing that the jig was up, Ruff and Tuff snapped to attention and gave identical, smart salutes to the Chief, who was already flying away.

"Was Stoick on a monster?" snickered Tuff.

"Oh, so I didn't imagine it after all," replied his sister.

The monsters were already leaving the farming lands and climbing even higher. Hiccup, in particular, was satisfied with what they had done. "Alright, let's see what else we can get done today!" he suggested, and continued to lead the way.

They were rapidly coming toward Mildew's cabbage field, which, on this cloudy day, loomed slightly ominously out of the greyness. The monsters and dragons left the clouds behind and flew onwards, toward the cranky old man's field, which was being ravaged by wild boars. Mildew couldn't do a thing as the pigs mercilessly tore up the foul vegetables.

"How did boars ever get to this altitude?" wondered Stoick.

"Never mind that," said Batwings with a wicked grin. "Let's give Mildew a hand."

With that, the Siren dove down like a brilliant emerald ribbon toward the sounder of boars, opening his wide jaws and spraying his crimson fires over the fertile soil. The fire hissed and crackled loudly as it struck the ground, scattering the boars into running off the nearest cliff.

Hiccup grinned at their second success in a row, leading his father and friend away and ignoring Mildew's demanding shouts.

"Do that again, Batwings!" exclaimed Stoick, eagerly.

"But the boars are gone," the Siren objected in confusion. "Unless you wanted me to torch Mildew as well…"

"No, I just like the sound your fire makes," the Viking laughed.

Batwings' face fell.

Finally, they flew their highest yet into the clouds. No one could see a thing as they flew in twists and turns through the fog-like vapor – but when they at last emerged, it was to view an incredible sight. The sun had found a gap in the clouds to shine through, and the wide beam of light shone down upon the village of Berk, so small and innocent-looking from their high vantage point.

"You know," Stoick murmured, "I've been all over Berk. I've traversed its forests, climbed its cliffs, swam its waters, explored every inch of it – but I never thought I'd ever see it like this."

"Beautiful!" chirped Mocktalk.

"It's much more than that," he elaborated. "I can see that all of my people are safe. As Chief of Berk, it gives me a good feeling."

Hiccup glanced back and saw that his father was wide-eyed, taking in as much of the wondrous sight as he could. The Haddock boy smiled to himself, knowing that if Stoick hadn't been convinced of the advantages of training a monster before, he was now.

"The old flight-over-the-village trick," Hiccup chuckled. "Works every time."

Sightless let out a growling laugh in reply, knowing what his rider meant and agreeing wholeheartedly.

* * *

><p><strong>Hiccup's House, a Day Later<strong>

There weren't any events of importance happening that day, or lessons in the Berk Monster Academy to get done, so Hiccup decided to sleep in. It was late morning when he finally awoke, sitting up in bed with a tired yawn and glancing sleepily over at the slab where Sightless occupied.

The Gore Magala was gone.

"Sightless?" called Hiccup uncertainly, hopping out of bed. He stopped just long enough to retrieve his jacket, then walked down the stairs. He called again, "Sightless!"

But it was to no avail. He got no reply. Aside from the softly-snorting Batwings, curled up in the rafters as usual, the house was empty.

Hiccup walked outside and immediately winced as the sun, already at a reasonably high point in the big blue yonder, stung his eyes. When his vision cleared, he immediately saw a green shape streak across the sky. It glanced off the roof of a house, then clumsily flapped its wings as it tried to right itself – only to crash into the ground in a half-decent attempt at a landing.

It was none other than Mocktalk that got up and shook out his wings before folding them again, and the Viking that jumped off of the Qurupeco was Stoick. No wonder the monster had been flying so clumsily.

"Dad, what are you doing with Mocktalk?" asked Hiccup, running to meet him.

"Kicking butt and taking names, that's what!" the Chief answered cheerfully.

"On Batwings' monster?" Hiccup asked again.

"After we rode together yesterday," Stoick explained, "I couldn't forget that thrill I got when flying! And once I remembered how we helped Mildew, well, I knew that my duties as Chief would be much easier while riding on a monster! So, I asked Mocktalk this morning for his help, and he agreed."

"You didn't take Torch?" replied Hiccup, tilting his head. "I thought you'd like a Typhoomerang more than a bird wyvern."

"Oh no," said Stoick, brushing off the idea. "You saw how Mocktalk was able to carry me that easily. I could never fly a dragon, not after what happened with Batwings. No, I infinitely prefer monsters. Besides, it's more fitting for a Chief to ride one instead of a dragon."

Hiccup nodded, agreeing with him. Monsters, after all, were bigger, stronger, and more intimidating than dragons.

But… "Still, on Mocktalk?" he asked a third time.

"Yes, we've been all over the island!" exclaimed Stoick, giving the Qurupeco an affectionate pat on the beak. "Chiefing has never been so easy! I just came back to grab my hatchet. We're helping the Jorgensons clear out a fence."

He walked past Hiccup and toward the house. Mocktalk used the opportunity to stretch out his neck and wings, his spine cracking audibly as he flexed. Hiccup heard, and couldn't help but wonder if being Stoick's mount was the best thing for the Qurupeco.

"Dad!" he called half-heartedly after his father. "You need to understand that Mocktalk –"

"Ah, you're right!" Stoick interjected, brightening. "I don't need a hatchet! Mocktalk can just burn the fence down with a spark or two from his flintstones."

He walked back over to Mocktalk and jumped on. The Qurupeco flexed his wings one more time before running down the hill. When he had gathered enough speed, he flapped his wings and lurched awkwardly into the air, rapidly climbing higher as he headed for Snotlout's house.

Hiccup couldn't help but frown. He called after them, "See you, Mocktalk. See you, Dad." Then he thought for a second, before adding, "I really hope."

* * *

><p><strong>Evening<strong>

Hiccup had barely left the house all day, except to search for Sightless. As it turned out, Gobber had been making repairs to his splint – and when Hiccup had arrived at the forge, the blacksmith had cheerfully announced that he was taking up a new profession to go with his usual one. And not only that, but he had reported that Sightless' wing finally seemed to be starting to heal. That meant no more splint, and the Gore Magala could fly freely again.

Although Hiccup smiled at that, he was still a little skeptical. Gobber had claimed some odd things in the past – the tale of the hammerheaded animals coming to his rescue sprang to mind – so he had a tough time believing that he had somehow figured out that Sightless' wing was getting better.

_Maybe I'll go to Goathi sometime, _Hiccup mused. _That way, I'll know for sure if his wing is healing. And what was that Gobber said about a 'new profession'?_

Other than the forge, Hiccup mostly hung around the house all day. Astrid stopped by to visit in the late afternoon, and they talked until sunset. Occasionally, as they sat on the steps of the Meade Hall after dinner, they would see Stoick and Mocktalk fly past.

"It's still hard for me to believe that your dad has taken to riding monsters," Astrid said, the fifth time they saw the Chief and monster fly toward a new task that needed to be done. "I mean, he's the most stubborn Viking in the village. He's the last person I would have expected to want to fly."

"Yeah, I know," Hiccup replied. "I'm still surprised that Batwings and I could sway him. He was so adamant about doing things 'the Viking way'."

They sat on the steps in silence for a little while after that. As the sun sank ever lower in the sky, it began to get colder. Astrid shivered as a chilly breeze blew through the area, and Hiccup put an arm around her in response. She smiled and leaned into him slightly, and he couldn't stop himself from smiling as well.

Eventually, the couple saw Stoick land in front of his house, not very far from the steps on which they sat. "Same time tomorrow, Mocktalk!" he said in farewell, patting the Qurupeco's wing before vanishing into the house.

As soon as he was gone, Mocktalk slumped in exhaustion and stretched himself out, causing an audible crack of bone. Seeing Hiccup and Astrid watching him, he walked over to their side and lay down on the stone stairs beside them.

"This is what you look like when you fly all day carrying a four-hundred-pound man," Hiccup remarked, lightly patting Mocktalk's neck.

"At least you figured out how to get the Chief on a monster," Astrid replied optimistically.

"Now I just need to figure out how to get him off one," Hiccup sighed.

"Please," whimpered Mocktalk.

Looking thoughtful, Astrid suggested, "How about the old 'honey and the hatchet'?"

Hiccup gave her a blank stare in response."

The Hofferson girl explained, "You know, you tell him something he would really like – that's the honey part – and then you hit him with something he doesn't like!" She punctuated her point with a fierce jab to Hiccup's shoulder, causing him to flinch and rub his arm painfully, and finished, "That's the hatchet part."

"Why does your advice always involve weapons?" Hiccup questioned, only to get nothing more than a grin out of his friend.

"Alright, I might as well get going," Astrid remarked, standing up and stretching her arms. "And Hiccup – if you need help, I'll be happy to lend it to you."

"That would be nice indeed, my lady," Hiccup said jokingly.

Astrid gave him another grin, this time accompanied by another punch to the shoulder. But just as she was about to head for her house, leaving the Haddock boy reeling in pain, she pulled him forward and gave him a swift kiss before running off down the steps.

The feeling of her lips pressing for an instant against his cheek almost made Hiccup forget his pain. He smiled softly before settling back down on the steps beside Mocktalk. The smile then faded as he remembered the kind of situation he was dealing with.

_Indeed, I need to get my dad off of Mocktalk,_ he said to himself. _He needs to find a monster that can hold up to his weight and handle the stress of being ridden every day, because I don't think Mocktalk can take much more of this abuse._

* * *

><p><strong>Berk Monster Academy, Early Morning<strong>

Hiccup was preparing for his next class with the Monster Riders when Stoick unexpectedly walked in. The Chief-to-be didn't even notice his father stride through the gate until Sightless growled a friendly greeting. And when Hiccup turned around, he started at the surprising sight of Stoick's wide figure walking toward him.

"Oh, hey Dad," Hiccup greeted. "To what does the Berk Monster Academy owe the pleasure of having our mighty Chief visit?"

"Very funny, Hiccup," Stoick replied with amusement. "Have you seen Mocktalk anywhere? I can't find him, and I have Chiefing to do."

Furtively, Hiccup glanced up at the edge of the arena. Crouching just behind one of the metal supports that held the wire ceiling in place was Mocktalk, trying his best not to be seen.

Hiccup quickly swung his head back toward Stoick so that he wouldn't see his son looking directly at the beast he was looking for. The boy's mind drifted back to Astrid's advice from yesterday and decided that it was at least worth a shot.

"I… don't know," the junior Haddock fibbed, "but you… you look _great_ today, Dad! Wh-What did you… did you do something with your beard?"

Stoick gave him a dry look and sighed, "You've given me the honey, now just hit me with the hatchet."

Hiccup involuntarily rolled his eyes. So much for that approach. No, the direct approach worked best. Just being straight, honest, and to the point was the way to go.

"Look, Dad," he began tentatively. "You can't just keep taking Mocktalk. He can't handle day after day of hard work, and anyway, he's Batwings' monster."

While Stoick didn't look as disappointed as Hiccup imagined he would, he still didn't looked happy. Nevertheless, he replied diplomatically, "Alright. That seems fair."

Hiccup slumped in relief, but he hadn't remained in that position for long when Stoick said something he hadn't been anticipating.

"So, find me one!"

Those words caught Hiccup off guard. For clarification, he asked "A… sorry?"

"Find me a monster that's as good as Mocktalk," Stoick explained in better detail. "Who knows, you could probably find me a monster that's even better. That shouldn't be so hard for the head of the Berk Monster Academy."

Hiccup nodded and smiled gratefully. "You got it, Dad. Let me assemble the Riders, and we'll show off our monsters. Then you decide which one is best for you."

On Stoick's answering nod, the Chief-to-be raced out of the arena, calling for his friends. Indeed, it was time for a very special lesson.

* * *

><p>Less than fifteen minutes later, the entirety of the Berk Monster Riders were present and accounted for – accompanied, of course, by their monsters. All of them were ready, aware, and full of life, ready to show Stoick why they were the best of the best possible partners a Chief could select from.<p>

"The finest of monster species on the island are all represented here at the Academy," Hiccup declared. As Stoick looked over each monster, giving them all a good once-over, the Haddock boy added, "Riders, you have free reign."

Snotlout stepped forward first, taking the opportunity before anyone else could. Loudly enough to get Stoick's attention, he announced, "But really, sir, the Tigrex is the only monster with enough brawn and prestige to suit men of our stature."

He led Stoick over to Snotsnarl and let him examine the Tigrex close-up. Snotsnarl respectfully stood still and patient as the Chief took his time.

"Hop on board," Snotlout invited, gesturing to the saddle wrapped securely around Snotsnarl's neck. When Stoick had hopped on board and gripped the Tigrex's horns, getting a feel for the riding position, the arrogant Jorgenson prattled on, "He's only the strongest and most ferocious of monsters, perfect for a Chief that wants to let others know he means business. And don't worry about those buildings that need to be knocked down – Snotsnarl's roar could shatter any house made of straw or wood, no problem. Here, let me show you…"

Snotlout slapped his monster across the snout. The pseudowyvern reared up and blasted out a roar that caused everyone to cover their ears – and that knocked Stoick right off of his neck and into a trough of water sitting against the far wall.

"Now, how about I put you down for one?" Snotlout offered. "They even come in different colors!" he added, pointing to a Brute Tigrex and a Red Tigrex that soared by the Academy.

Sopping wet, Stoick just growled and pushed past him on the way out of the trough, demanding to see the next monster.

Snaketail was pleased when he headed for Twinhorn, and immediately launched into an explanation of her Black Diablos' strong points. "Really, Chief," she lectured, "the only monster you should want is the Black Diablos. She is second to none when it comes to strength. While she can't fly particularly well, she's extremely powerful and incredibly loyal, and her close combat skills pack a huge punch. Wouldn't you love a monster that could fight by your side?"

The Chief nodded thoughtfully and patted Twinhorn's head. He was too rough, however, and Twinhorn exploded with anger, whipping her clubbed tail at him and narrowly missing his head.

"Just watch out for her temper," Snaketail added meekly. "She has a tiny bit of a mean streak."

Arachne was positively beaming when Stoick lumbered over to examine her Remobra. "Venomwing is a wonderful monster to have, especially when you're a Chief!" she chirped. "She can carry messages back and forth between islands, she can understand orders and carry them out for you, and she can even hunt for you. If you've got two problems to deal with in two different places, just send a Remobra to sort one of them out!"

Then, Stoick attempted to get on the snake wyvern's back. Instantly, Venomwing's legs gave out, and she crashed to the ground under his weight.

"Um… I wouldn't recommend trying to ride her though," Arachne said, timidly. "She might be big, but she's not very strong. She's a messenger, not a…"

But Stoick was already walking away to take a look at the other monsters. His mood was slightly worse than when he first walked into the Academy, after all of the disappointments he had experienced when trying to pick his monster. One was too loud, the other was too temperamental, and he couldn't even ride the third.

Astrid and Blackhawk were next. "Usually," the Hofferson girl said confidently, "when you see something is beautiful, you assume it's not tough. But you should never underestimate Blackhawk. She's a huge exception."

The Yian Garuga cawed her agreement, her wolf-like ears pricking up alertly. She stared Stoick right in the eye, blinking her malicious crimson eyes and snapping her razor-sharp beak. If anything, she looked more menacing than pretty.

"She _is _a beauty," replied Stoick, agreeing with Astrid's point.

And then he was forced to duck away from Blackhawk's points, as a hail of toxic spines came flying his way when he patted her too roughly on the beak. Although he had gotten out of the way in time, a spine still nailed his helmet and pinned it to the wall behind him.

"Tigrex's looking a _little _better, huh Chief?" smirked Snotlout.

"Next!" was all Stoick had to say.

The twins were next, but they fought over who would get to speak first. Queen and King instinctively took their respective riders' sides, snapping at each other with their fangs. Their fight only stopped when Queen flapped her wings and blew explosive powder at her counterpart – and when the Teostra snapped his fangs at her even more furiously in response, his teeth ground together fiercely, throwing up sparks that ignited the cloud of red dust, which inevitably blew up in both of their faces. Both were knocked out cold.

Finally, there was Fishlegs, who displayed Heatray with pride. "What you're really looking for is loyalty," he claimed. "A monster that'll be there for you no matter what. The last face you see at night, and the first face you see in the morning. Warming your bed when it's cold outside… a sh-shoulder to cry on when the w-world has t-turned its b-back on you… how could you _not_ love a Gravios?!"

Now sobbing hysterically, the Ingerman boy threw his arms around Heatray's neck, who rumbled comfortingly.

"Sorry, Fishlegs," Stoick responsed. "I'm looking for a monster, not a mother."

When the Chief turned to Batwings and Mocktalk, and the Qurupeco did nothing but swallow thickly, he sighed in disappointment.

"I haven't seen anything that is nearly as ideal as the Siren's Qurupeco," Stoick said to Hiccup.

"And Sightless is the only Gore Magala on Berk," Hiccup concluded. "In case you were hoping for one. All the same, sorry that you didn't find what you were looking for. But hey, there are plenty of other monster species to choose –"

"STOICK!" bellowed Gobber, rushing in through the gate, stumbling on his peg leg and panting for breath. "Another boat's bein' attacked! Its tha' rogue monster again!"

Instantly, Stoick took charge of the situation – or tried to, but Hiccup got in the way.

"Dad," the junior Haddock said. "Fly with me on Sightless. He's fast, and he's more than powerful enough to lift us both."

However, Hiccup's satisfaction with his idea diminished somewhat when Stoick climbed on board first, forcing him to be the backseat rider.

"At least he blocks the wind…" he muttered irately.

And without delay, the Gore Magala streaked off into the sky – albeit a little roughly, with the extra four hundred pounds of human he had to carry with him.

* * *

><p><strong>Since the Tigrex Rare Species doesn't has an English name yet, I'm calling it the Red Tigrex until further notice.<strong>

**Review please! I really like those.**

**Wondering what monster Stoick will train? Be patient and wait for the next part of "How to Pick Your Monster" to find out!**


	20. Chapter 20

_**Chapter 10**_

_**How to Pick Your Monster Part 2**_

* * *

><p><strong>WARNING: Several animals died painful, bloody deaths during the making of this chapter.<strong>

* * *

><p><strong>Sea Around Berk<strong>

Within five minutes – not two hours – Hiccup, Stoick, and Sightless reached the scene of the crime. Mulch and Bucket were huddled together on their fishing boat, looking around at the calm sea that surrounded them with oars held in their hands defensively. There wasn't a monster in sight, or even the faintest sign of one.

"You think we're too late?" Hiccup wondered. "There's nothing –"

"No," Stoick disagreed. "Look there."

He pointed a thick finger to a dark shape that had loomed out from the depths, circling the boat from just below the surface of the deep blue water. Each time it made a complete circle, it lightly rammed the boat, as if testing it to see if it was worth going after.

Apparently it was.

The water exploded from behind Mulch and Bucket, causing them to jump in fright and whip around to face the spray. A mighty blue flying wyvern hovered in the air before them, its shark-like tail and great white wings keeping it balanced as it flew. It had a dorsal fin, fearsome talons, sharp projections lining the outside of its jaws, and a long saw-like nose horn. The air around it was misty with cold as a ragged screech tore from its mouth.

"I do not believe it," Hiccup breathed. "It's an Anorupatisu! They say it's so powerful that it has earned the name 'King of the Polar Sea'."

The Anorupatisu flew low over the boat, sharp ice particles falling from the thickening cloud of cold air that trailed behind it. It swiveled its head to the right, cleaving through the mast with its saw before soaring up to meet the Chief.

"Fire a warning shot," Stoick ordered. "Let him know we mean business."

"Sightless, virus blast!" added Hiccup, repeating the order. Immediately, Sightless opened his jaws wide and spat a blast of black fire that soared widely over the Anorupatisu's head. With a mere tilt of its wings, the Anorupatisu caught the sea breeze and swerved in the air majestically in order to dodge the virus. Another tilt, and it was flying high into the glare of the bright sun.

Hiccup and Stoick squinted their eyes shut as they attempted to follow their quarry, but Sightless, unable to see, kept going regardless of the light. The Anorupatisu suddenly appeared again, ambushing the half-blind Vikings by diving down from out of the glare. The seagoing wyvern let out a screech as it flew to meet Sightless head-on. The Gore Magala shot another virus blast at it, which missed as well. Effortlessly performing a flawless barrel roll in order to avoid the blast, the Anorupatisu folded its wings and dove back beneach the waves.

Sightless landed on the damaged boat, allowing Hiccup and Stoick to dismount. When they landed, the boat tilted enough to send the decimated mast splitting away and falling into the sea.

"I think we scared him off," Hiccup said hesitantly. "But he might be back."

"Come on, lads!" commanded Stoick, walking to Mulch and Buckets' side. "We'll escort you back to shore. We'll have no more –"

Another explosion of water, this time big enough to rock the boat violently, occurred as the Anorupatisu reappeared with its long, thin toes extended. Before Stoick could react, its dagger-like talons had snagged him and lifted him into the air, to be dragged below the water as the flying wyvern submerged again. The entire thing had happened in less than two seconds, so fast that there was no time to react.

"No more what?" called Bucket, running to the side of the boat.

"Dad!" cried Hiccup.

"Stoick can swim, right?" Mulch asked the Haddock boy.

Hiccup opened his mouth to give an answer, but as it turned out, an answer wasn't necessary. There was an enormous splash as the Anorupatisu reared up out of the water, writhing and bucking wildly as Stoick sat on its head while clutching its saw. Stoick yanked hard on the horn, and they both tumbled to the deck. With the flying wyvern on top of him, the boat was rocking and shaking wildly as he struggled against its might!

"He's a fighter!" yelled Stoick, kicking the wyvern off of him before sending it reeling with a fist to its muzzle.

The Anorupatisu reeled with pain before twisting around and knocking Stoick off his feet with its tail. The Chief landed next to a large fishing net, and he swiftly tossed it over top of the angry monster's back.

"He's got spunk!" he cried happily, jumping onto the Anorupatisu's neck and wrestling it to the ground. "This is the one, Hiccup! I've found my monster! Now all you have to do is train him for me."

At last, the Anorupatisu ceased its futile struggles to wrestle itself free. It let out a frigid huff of frustration, its pride thoroughly damaged. Mulch and Bucket both dropped their oars in shock while Hiccup simply gaped.

_How on Midgard am I going to train that thing?_ he thought, the only thing his flabbergasted brain could muster.

* * *

><p><strong>Berk Monster Academy<strong>

It took a while, but Hiccup, Sightless, and Stoick managed to get the Anorupatisu into one of the academy's cages. They put it into the largest of the cages, which consisted of two huge metal doors fitted with tough iron bars, allowing them to see through to the other side. More importantly, it also allowed the Anorupatisu to see them.

"Sorry about the muzzle, Dad," Hiccup apologized, pointing to a large brace of metal that wound itself around the Anorupatisu's maw, preventing it from biting or breathing ice. That Gobber had been able to forge it on such short notice was amazing.

Stoick only tapped a foot impatiently in reply and insisted, "Then let's get me on his back and into the air. Time's a-wasting."

At the sound of his voice, the Anorupatisu growled deep in its throat, and a furious burst of cold air hissed out from the pores under his carapace.

"We just have to find one in his size," muttered Hiccup, speaking to the wyvern.

For a moment, the fish-like beast ceased growling and let out a noise that sounded a lot like a laugh.

"What was that?" Stoick asked angrily, only for Hiccup to shrug innocently.

"Look, Dad," the scrawny boy said carefully. "Riding this monster isn't going to be like riding Sightless. It's a wild monster, it isn't used to humans and it almost certainly hates being captured and muzzled. And judging by the look it's giving you, it hates you."

"No he doesn't," his father snorted. "I beat him fair and square! He respects me."

The Anorupatisu let out a screech – despite the muzzle blocking its mouth – that literally screamed 'disagreement'.

"You injured his pride," Hiccup said flatly. "He _is_ the King of the Polar Sea."

Behind the bars of its cage, the Anorupatisu nodded and huffed more icy air from its pores.

"So what?" Stoick replied skeptically. "What's he gonna do to me? I've beaten monsters far bigger than him before."

"Dad, this isn't just a blue Rathalos with a saw stuck on its nose," Hiccup argued. "No matter what, you're going to have to approach a wild monster differently than a domestic one, especially a monster like this. It's the most powerful monster I've ever seen."

"That's why I picked him," Stoick argued back, stubbornly. "They say he's so powerful, he's called the King of the Polar Sea. And there are plenty of powerful monsters way up north."

"So I've heard," muttered Hiccup. "You have to know the Anorupatisu know you're a friend."

That, at least, got his father thinking a little. He repeated thoughtfully, "A friend, huh? Like me and Gobber?"

"Yeah, perfect!" exclaimed Hiccup. He was pleased that they were finally getting somewhere. "What did you do when you and Gobber first met?"

Immediately, Stoick rushed forward and held me in a headlock, yelling, "_That's my wife you're talking to, you one-legged lout!_"

He let his son go, clutching his neck and gasping for air. "Not the approach I had in mind," said son coughed. "What's really important is that you let the Anorupatisu know that it can trust you. You have to make eye contact," he emphasized, pointing to his own eyeballs in order to make his point.

"Uh huh, sure," Stoick said impatiently.

Muttering a prayer to Odin to let things go smoothly, Hiccup walked over to the lever beside the cage and pushed it downwards with a grunt. The doors immediately swung open, and the Anorupatisu sprang to its feet. It took three steps out into the light before it encountered Stoick blocking its way.

It hissed hostilely, as if warning the Viking Chief to get out of its way, or else. Stoick stood his ground, glaring into the monster's eyes.

"Stay calm and be gentle," Hiccup warned. "You'll know you've formed a bond when it bows its head to let you climb on its back."

Seeming to listen to his advice, Stoick held out his hand to the monster, slowly moving forward as he did so. The Anorupatisu didn't move, only narrowed its eyes. But when the Viking got to close, it suddenly swung its head sharply, causing its saw to slice through the air in front of it.

Frantically, Stoick jumped away from the wyvern's weapon, clutching his hand. He examnined it and saw that it was indeed still there, and then furiously smashed the Anorupatisu back into the cage with his fist.

"Wait, wait!" stammered Hiccup, aghast. "Wh-What happened to trust?"

"Tell that to him!" Stoick said angrily. "He's the one that tried to cut off my arm!"

The Anorupatisu suddenly lunged out from the darkness of the cage, racing past Stoick in an attempt to escape. But the Chief was too fast for it – just as it was about to soar free, he grabbed its tail and tried to pull it back. The monster shrieked and flapped its wings, claws scratching on the ground as it attempted to break free of his captor's grip.

"This is not bonding!" shouted Hiccup.

"Nah, you have to show these beasts who's the boss," insisted Stoick. He then raised his arms and, in a feat of physical prowess that would have made the god of strength turn green with envy, he used his grip on the tail to slam the Anorupatisu into the ground. While it was dazed, he quickly jumped onto its back, just in front of the dorsal fin.

"Look at that," he said with satisfaction. "I'm on his back! Any questions?" he added to Hiccup, smugly.

Suddenly, the Anorupatisu collected its thoughts, shook off its daze, and sprang into the air, flying frantic circles around the arena. While Stoick whooped and hollered, enjoying the wild ride, it flew right out of the gate and into the sky, vanishing quickly from sight.

"Oh, too many to ask…" muttered Hiccup.

* * *

><p><strong>Gobber's Forge<strong>

Hiccup sought out Gobber by instinct whenever he wanted advice. In the good old days, when he was still known as Hiccup the Useless, Gobber had been his mentor, and the father he technically never had. The blacksmith was always willing to listen and gave the boy helpful advice – well, most of the time.

When Hiccup didn't find him at his forge, he stopped for a second in order to think of other places Gobber might be. But it was only when he stopped to think that he heard the familiar, jolly humming of the burly Viking hard at work. And when Hiccup looked around the back of the forge, he couldn't believe his eyes – there was Gobber, singing his favorite song as he stuck his head and arms down the obligingly wide-open mouth of a Gronckle.

The Haddock boy couldn't help but gape. Gobber, a dragon dentist?

"This is your new profession?" he asked out loud.

"I got it!" Gobber crowed in reply, and pulled himself out of the Gronckle's mouth. Clutched in his tongs was a rotten fang the size of Hiccup's finger. "Look at this, Hiccup. Nasty."

"I repeat, this is what you're doing when you're not smithing?" asked Hiccup incredulously.

"Well, you Monster Riders are takin' good care o' all the monsters, so I thought I'd do me own part an' take care o' the dragons!" replied Gobber, puffing up with a combination of glee and pride. "Since yer me apprentice, I'll let you and yer friends drop their dragons off here fer a cleaning, free o' charge!"

"That's… really nice of you, Gobber," Hiccup said in amazement.

"Now, what are yeh here for?" the blacksmith inquired, disposing of the rotten tooth and wiping his tongs on his apron.

"My father," the Haddock boy answered. "He's trying to train his own monster and he won't listen to a word I say."

"Right, Stoick," Gobber sighed. "Well, lemme tell ya somethin' about fathers and their sons. It's a father's job ta listen ta their sons, without ever lettin' on that they heard a word."

Hiccup raised an eyebrow at him as he patted the Gronckle on the head and let it fly away contentedly.

"Son!" came the familiar voice, and out from the other side of the plaza came Stoick, holding his back and limping slightly. He was soaking wet, covered in bruises, and looked exhausted overall.

"Dad, what happened?!" asked Hiccup, racing over.

"Ah, that beast threw me off and flew away to Thor knows where," he replied bitterly.

"Well, can you blame him?" Hiccup said disapprovingly. "All you two did was fight!"

Stoick waved that off. "No, he loved it!" he laughed.

"Apparently not," stated Hiccup, beginning to lose his patience.

"We can stand here arguing," Stoick snorted, already marching off, "or we can go get my monster back!"

Sighing, Hiccup hung his head and slumped after him.

* * *

><p>The other Monster Riders had agreed to help Stoick and Hiccup search for the missing Anorupatisu. Being out there in the wild with a muzzle blocking its jaws, it wouldn't be able to eat, and before long, it would starve.<p>

Reluctantly, Batwings agreed to let Stoick ride Mocktalk one last time, much to the Qurupeco's poorly-disguised misery. The rest of the gang all sat comfortably on their own monsters, and together, they set out above the village that evening in search of the missing monster.

"We have to fan out and cover every side of the island!" ordered Stoick.

"Ruff and Tuff," Hiccup began, "you go –"

"You take the west side!" his father interrupted him. "Snotlout and Snaketail, to the north side!"

"You got it, Chief," Tuffnut replied, soaring off on King and followed closely by his sister.

"Can anyone even see me back here?" grumbled Hiccup, not expecting an answer.

"Come on, Fishlegs and Arachne," called Astrid, "we'll take the east side."

"But its allergy season!" protested Fishlegs. But when the two girls speared him with glares, he gave up and went along with them anyway.

That left Hiccup, Stoick, and Batwings to cover the southern side of the island. "Well," the Chief yelled over to the other two, "your friends are an odd bunch, but they sure know what they're doing on those monsters."

"Thanks, I think," replied Hiccup with a shrug.

They flew for another half hour through the quickly-darkening sky, in complete silence until Hiccup spoke up again. He said hesitantly, "You know, Dad, when we find the monster, you might want to consider approaching him a little… differently. He obviously doesn't like being pushed around –"

"_There_ he is!" exclaimed Stoick, pointing to something blue down below that retreated into a cliffside cave.

"And once again, not a word gets through," Batwings muttered.

The monsters and dragon landed in front of the cave, in the small clearing that it opened up to, and the Anorupatisu came charging to meet us. It stopped in front of the cavern entrance and shrieked threateningly, spreading his white wings defensively. Sightless reared up and let out a scream in response, only for Hiccup to press his hand against his snout and settle him down.

"Let me handle this," Stoick cautioned, taking out his Switch Axe. "This monster's mine."

Hiccup stepped forward to try and restrain him, but he marched forward anyway, the Switch Axe held in its sword form before him.

The Anorupatisu kept close to the cave entrance and didn't budge, flaring his wings wider as if to block the cave. Chilly mist hissed from his pores and formed a cloud at his talons, which he scratched against the rocky ground like a Diablos preparing to charge. Stoick looked fiercely into the flying wyvern's eyes, and it responded with its own sizzling stare. Things were looking tense.

But then, a mournful, whale-like cry echoed from out of the depths of the cave. Surprised, Stoick lowered his Switch Axe slightly. He, Hiccup, and Batwings looked past the Anorupatisu and into the darkness that it determinedly blocked.

Simultaneously, their eyes widened as they noticed a blue, ray-like dragon sprawled out on the cave floor, resting there with a huge, bleeding tear in its wing and its yellow eyes glazed with fear and pain.

"There's a Thunderdrum in there," Stoick breathed, his grip on the Switch Axe faltering.

"He's hurt!" squawked Mocktalk.

"Wh-Why, the monster's protecting his friend," the Chief stammered, something that neither Hiccup nor Batwings had heard him do before.

"That's why he's been taking all those fish," the Siren murmured.

Stoick turned to the two of them and commanded, "Go get the others, and tell Gobber to get ready."

Instantly, Hiccup held up his hands and protested, "I can't just leave you here!"

Batwings nodded his agreement, thinking, as Hiccup was, that nothing good would come of this.

But Stoick's glare made them give in, jump on their monsters, and fly off. The Viking Chief was left alone with the incensed, protective Anorupatisu.

"It's just you and me now," he murmured, activating his weapon's mechanism to sheath its blade and render it harmless. He held out his hand to the Anorupatisu, this time sincerely trying to bond with it.

Just like the last time he tried, the Anorupatisu hissed and swung its horn at him in a deadly arc. Stoick pulled his hand back, but wasn't deterred. He kept calm and tried again, reaching ever closer.

"I want to help you," the man insisted. "Trust me."

This time, the Anorupatisu reared up and screeched, startling Stoick. But it wasn't looking at the Chief – its narrowed eyes were focused on something behind him. He turned around to see a sounder of wild boars emerge from the dark forest, clambering over the cliffs and red eyes glowing in the fading light of day. The injured Thunderdrum moaned lowly and tried to back farther into the cave.

"They smell the blood of your wounded friend," Stoick told the Anorupatisu, who hissed again.

As if responding to some invisible signal, the boars attacked, squealing battle cries and charging toward the pair. Without bothering to activate his Switch Axe's blade, Stoick tore the weapon out from where it was attached to his back and swung it with all his might, bellowing at the top of his lungs. He swung the weapon this way and that, advancing on the three-hundred-pound swine and batting them aside as if they were nothing. Several tumbled over the nearby cliff.

But the farther away he fought from the cave, the more vulnerable the Thunderdrum was left. The dragon wailed pitifully and tried once more to retreat as three more boars closed in on it, eyes wide with terror. It fluttered its wounded wing helplessly, unable to do a thing to protect itself.

Then, a shadow fell across the boars, and they looked up. The Anorupatisu screeched in their faces before its wrath fell down upon them, slicing one in half with its saw while its talons clamped around the others' throats and suffocated them.

Meanwhile, Stoick knocked two more boars aside with the flat of his blade when another suddenly appeared right in front of him, catching him off guard and ramming his stomach. The Chief fell, but managed to grab the furious pig with both hands to keep it from goring him. The boar struggled and squealed, gnashing its tusks in a frenzy, but Stoick held on tight.

A tail slashed past him and knocked the boar away, and the Anorupatisu swooped down on it. Without mercy, the wyvern swung its head downwards and brutally chopped off its head with the edge of its horn.

Stoick scrambled to his feet and smacked the last boar into a wall, knocking it out. But a glance into the increasingly dark woods revealed more red eyes glinting menacingly from its depths. The bloodthirsty animals revealed themselves to be, not boars, but Bullfangoes – twice the size of a regular boar and ten times as aggressive. Their tusks were curved and the size of Stoick's own arm.

The Chief knew that the fight was not over, and he might not be able to survive it on his own. He turned to the Anorupatisu, and they made eye contact. A silent agreement was made, and Stoick extended his hand a final time for the fish-like flying wyvern to immediately push its head into. Skin met scales, and Stoick finally felt what Hiccup had tried to show him the other day.

They had bonded.

The Bullfangoes kept coming closer, their low grunts seeming to become more impatient. Stoick, hearing them, clamped his hand around the Anorupatisu's metal muzzle and ripped it off, to be thrown over the cliff behind him. He climbed onto the Anorupatisu's neck and allowed the wyvern to carry him into the air, hovering in front of the horde of Bullfangoes.

The boar monsters charged. The Anorupatisu screeched, frigid mist curling from the edges of its jaws.

And then what happened in the next few seconds were a complete mystery – the Anorupatisu huffed all the freezing air that it could from its pores, furiously flapping its wings to create a blizzard that enveloped the Bullfangoes. For several moments, the clearing and the cliff were enshrouded in white, and snow began to fall.

Finally, the mist faded, revealing the pile of now-very-dead monsters that had taken the blizzard head on. Their brown fur was stiff and white with frost. Icicles that had formed from the cold, and been launched forward thanks to the wind, were embedded in their bodies.

"Look at us!" crowed Stoick, raising a victorious fist in the air. "We've bonded!"

A scream rang out into the twilit air, and a squadron of monsters landed in the clearing, cold thanks to the Anorupatisu's attack. Hiccup and his friends hopped down onto the ground, staring at the carnage that had gone on while they were absent.

"Yeah, more pork for dinner!" cried Ruffnut, bumping helmets with Tuffnut.

"We seem to have that a lot nowadays," mused Arachne.

"What happened?" asked Hiccup, looking around at the Bullfango corpses strewn around the area.

Stoick chuckled and replied, "Oh, battled a few boars, did some bonding. You know."

"You?" remarked Batwings, raising an eyebrow.

"Of course," he chuckled again. "There's something you need to know about training monsters. It's all about trust."

A pleasantly surprised smile spread across Hiccup's face. "So you actually… heard that?" he said, not daring to believe it.

This time, Stoick laughed. "Yes, I just said it. Heh, I listen."

Gobber disembarked from Silversol's back and hobbled toward the injured Thunderdrum, a long roll of cloth tucked under his arm. When he had spread the blanket over the rock in front of the cave, Batwings gently urged the Thunderdrum onto it. Astrid and Snaketail then got back on their monsters and, with the blanket in Blackhawk's and Twinhorn's claws, flew the Thunderdrum back to the village.

"Take good care of him!" Stoick called after Gobber, who was leading them on his Silver Rathalos. "He's a friend!"

Everyone flew away from the clearing on their dragons, Stoick and the Anorupatisu included, with Hiccup and Sightless by his side. Father, son, and their monsters led the other Monster Riders back to Berk, flying into the setting sun and over the sparkling ocean waves.

Hiccup couldn't help but shiver with delight as the sound of Sightless' scream and the Anorupatisu's answering call blended together and reverberated over the water, echoing with freedom and triumph.

* * *

><p><em>Well, Dad still does things the Viking way. Fortunately, Sightless and I have shown him that the Viking way can also be the monster way.<em>

* * *

><p><strong>Sorry for the unnecessarily long wait. I was on vacation for several days, stopping me from writing this chapter.<strong>

**The next episode… eh, it's probably my least favorite from the first season, but I'll get through it. Of course, it helps that I've already written it in the original "Legends are Born".**

**See you next time, readers, and leave a review after reading!**

**Up next: Portrait of Hiccup and Sightless**
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_**Chapter 11**_

_**Portrait of Hiccup and Sightless Part 1**_

* * *

><p><em>Measuring up to a Viking father isn't easy. Especially when that Viking father is also the Chief of your village.<em>

_So when you get a chance to prove your worth – you jump on it._

* * *

><p><strong>Meade Hall<strong>

"Batwings?" asked Arachne. "Why do you fly a monster when you already have wings?"

"Well," the Siren replied, leaning back in his chair, "you know that amazing, indescribable feeling that you get when you're riding on Venomwing's back, free as a bird?"

"Yep," she affirmed.

Smirking, Batwings finished, "On Mocktalk, I get to feel that without doing any work."

The gang was in the Meade Hall that morning, waiting for Hiccup to be finished with his father and Bucket. It had been two weeks after the battle with the Outcasts on Monster Island, and some Vikings had even taken to calling it the Battle of Helheim's Shores (after the old name for Monster Island, "Helheim's Gate"). To celebrate that victory, Stoick had decided to do what every Chief of Berk before him had done.

Hiccup was to have his portrait painted with his father, which would be hung in the Meade Hall for future generations of Hooligans to admire. The boy was elated at that news, and was currently holding onto that feeling as he and Stoick stood straight in front of Bucket's easel as the half-brainless Viking worked with his paints. In his hand, Hiccup held a shield, and his father had a hand on his shoulder and a sword, blade balanced on the floor, in his other hand.

"Shoulders back and chin up, son!" Stoick encouraged, and as his son did so, he added, "This portrait's going to hang in this hall forever!"

"And what a portrait it'll be," murmured Snaketail from her seat on the sidelines. "Chief Stoick the Vast, the best Chief Berk has ever seen, and his son Hiccup the Monster Conqueror!"

Oh yes, as if Hiccup needed reminding – since he had ended the three hundred-year-long war, and also because he was the first Viking to ever train a monster, it was only fitting that a monster should be in the portrait as well. Naturally, Hiccup opted for Sightless, who now stood obediently at his rider's side as Bucket painted.

However, Bucket soon stood up from his easel, muttering to himself, and walked up to them with frustration in his stride. Hiccup watched in bewilderment as he brushed some dust off of Stoick's shoulder pad and straightened the boy's shield.

"_I can't do this!_" he suddenly wailed, and then ran headlong into a pillar. After pounding his head against it a few times, he added, "Okay, I'm good now."

"Uh, Dad," Hiccup murmured, as Bucket went back to painting, "I've never seen Bucket like this before."

Stoick chuckled and explained, "Well, after he lost half of his brain, he discovered his hidden talent. He became an artist."

"So he can paint?" replied Hiccup.

"Oh, he's the best of the best," Stoick assured him. "He's going to do us proud. This portrait will take its place alongside all the others of past Chiefs and their sons."

He pointed over to the far wall, specifically to the last in a line of ornate shields that hung there, all in a row. "That is the only picture of me and my own father. It was a great day when the painting was finished…"

Hiccup could have sworn he heard Stoick choke up a little. But when he looked up, he was swatted roughly on the shoulder.

"Chest out, son," the Chief reprimanded.

Hiccup took a breath and expanded his chest, but then let the breath out with an audible huff. "Yeah, this is about as out as it goes," he replied sheepishly.

"Well, that's fair enough then," Stoick nodded.

* * *

><p>That night, as all the adult Vikings had their meals in the darkened, torch-lit Meade Hall, Hiccup and his friends clustered around the line of portraits that hung away from the hubbub. Hiccup himself, though, kept a modest distance back, not very interested but still feeling obligated to take a look. Astrid was by his side, a hand on his shoulder.<p>

"Look at all these great leaders," she told him, voice filled with wonder. "And tomorrow morning, you're going to be joining them."

The scrawny boy smiled to himself and blushed faintly, not replying.

_I don't feel like a leader,_ he thought. _But… it is true that I've led the Monster Riders before, against the Fatalis and against the Outcasts. Still, it's kind of weird knowing that most of my friends look up to me as one._

Yes, most of the Monster Riders indeed saw Hiccup as their leader. And one of the few exceptions was currently snickering to himself.

"There goes the neighborhood," snorted Snotlout, in reply to Astrid's earlier comment.

"You're part of an elite group, my friend," Snaketail said kindly, giving Hiccup a nudge.

"And one of the few who wasn't killed by the successor," Fishlegs claimed.

Tuffnut chuckled with feigned menace, "So far."

"I guess it is a big deal," agreed Hiccup with a casual shrug, the first words he had spoken that night.

"It's like being a part of history, isn't it?" wondered Batwings. "Not that I'd know about anything like that. I'm just a dragon, not a high-and-mighty Viking."

"You're not _just_ a dragon," Arachne said sweetly. "You're the nicest and cleverest dragon ever." She hugged his waist until not even the Siren could hold back a fond smile. And then he winced, when the short horns on her helmet poked him in the belly.

"But he's right," Snaketail said, tossing her brown hair over her shoulder. "Hiccup's lucky. He's going to be a part of Berk's history come tomorrow."

"A history of dorks," laughed Snotlout, pointing to one of the decorated shields. It depicted a young, impressively-muscled blonde Viking and his even-bulkier father.

"That's Hamish the First," Fishlegs lectured, "our richest and most revered leader. And standing before him is his son, Hamish the Second."

Snotlout clearly didn't take it seriously. In a high-pitched, mocking voice, he proclaimed, "I'm Hamish the First! Bow down before me and kiss my pointy shoes!"

The Thorston twins then got down on all fours and pretended to do just that, but then shoved their friend to the ground, laughing hysterically. And then the portrait of the real Hamish fell off the wall and down on Snotlout's head with a painful-sounding *thump*, prompting another round of cruel laughter from the twins.

"Look what you did to the Hamishes!" squeaked Fishlegs. He frantically picked it up and hung it back on its proper place on the wall – but as he did so, a single piece of parchment fluttered down from its hiding place.

"What's that? It's probably mine," Tuffnut said, making a grab for it.

But Snotlout beat him to it. "It looks like some kind of map!" the Jorgenson boy exclaimed. "With… poetry," he added with disgust.

A hand suddenly flew out from nowhere and ripped the map out of Snotlout's hand, who let out a protesting cry of, "Hey! That's my poetry map!"

"I'll take that," grunted Gobber, ignoring the teenager. "All o' these were supposed ta be destroyed."

"Why?" asked Astrid with a skeptical look. "What's so special about it?"

Gobber held it out of her reach and replied, "Many men lost their limbs, their lives, an' their minds tryin' ta find that treasure."

The Monster Riders all looked at him perplexedly, clueless to what the blacksmith was referring to.

Except for the all-knowing Fishlegs Ingerman, of course, who squealed, "Ooh, I read about this! It's the Treasure of Hamish the First – his son buried him with it and left this map. They say the clues are so complicated that only a brilliant mind could decipher them."

Gobber nodded wisely. "That's the truth. Stoick an' I even went after this treasure, but all it did was lure us up into the mountains, in a blindin' snowstorm. We fought like Jaggis over them clues. In fact, we were lucky ta make it back with our lives, an' no less with our friendship intact.

"Fer yer own good, kids," he warned, "ferget ya ever saw this."

The Viking then limped off with the map firmly in his grasp, leaving a hushed silence behind.

* * *

><p><strong>Dawn<strong>

Most Vikings are early birds, but today they were up at the crack of dawn in a state of great excitement. Indeed, the entire village had turned up to watch the unveiling of Bucket's completed painting. The Monster Riders were at the front of the audience, with a perfect view of what was to be revealed.

Hiccup was in front of the crowd with Sightless, Stoick, and Gobber, eyes wide and fixed on the easel, covered with a silk cloth in order to heighten the mystery. He was excited to see just what would be added to the annals of Berk for all time, and his heart was racing with anticipation.

The painting wouldn't just tell of Stoick the Vast and his successor. It would tell generations of Hooligans to come the history that Hiccup had made. It would tell them that the proud Chief and his runt of a Monster Rider had made peace with the long-feared monsters of Berk.

Needless to say, the crowd was absolutely buzzing with excitement. Astrid and the rest of the gang looked the most excited of all. But Hiccup knew that what they felt paled in comparison to what _he_ felt.

"Here it comes, son," Stoick said, gesturing to the easel. "This is our legacy."

Bucket grabbed the silk. He paused for effect – and he pulled, revealing the painting in all its glory.

And in that moment, Hiccup instantly knew that something was _very_ wrong indeed.

First of all, he had been painted in such a way to make him appear even more muscular than Snotlout.

Then there was his pose – alongside Stoick, he was raising his shield in a defensive position, as if readying for battle. The look on his face was courageous and determined, that of a true Viking warrior.

Finally, there was Sightless himself. The Gore Magala was rearing up on his hind legs, wings flared and puffs of black mist drifting from them. Hiccup could see that the monster's horns were erected and the purple patches underneath were glowing fiercely. It looked like Sightless was actually _doing battle_ against Stoick and the not-Hiccup.

Naturally, the crowd loved it. But Hiccup was absolutely appalled. The real Sightless had his head tilted at the easel, as if he had suddenly grown eyes and was confused as to why he looked so demonic, and why he was apparently fighting his own rider.

_That's not me,_ Hiccup thought.

"He looks ridiculous!" cackled Batwings.

"Whoa, what happened to Hiccup?" asked Tuff from the crowd, clearly confused.

"Who cares?" Ruff replied, letting out a dreamy sigh.

Astrid was set to punch the Thorston girl when she suddenly got second thoughts. _Ruffnut does have a point…_ she thought musingly.

Hiccup turned to face the proud artist. "Um… Bucket?" he began, uncertainly. "Why am I so… like that?"

"Why is the sky blue?" Bucket responded. "Why do I have a bucket on me head? We'll never know the answers." The Viking tapped his hook to his bucket with a slight ringing sound and gave Hiccup a knowing wink.

"You did a brilliant job, Bucket!" Stoick enthused as he approached, a mug of ale in his fist. "Don't you think so, son?" he added to Hiccup.

The Chief-to-be looked up at his father with pained eyes. "Dad, that's not me in that painting."

"Sure it is," Stoick assured him. "Just… you know, bigger and stronger."

Mulch then walked up and offered his opinion. "Now that's the son of a Chief!" he said cheerfully, and clanked his own mug with Stoick's.

Hiccup sagged with despair, the truth of it all finally hitting him. "I'm still a disappointment to you, aren't I?"

Vikings weren't good at settling emotional problems – they preferred problems that they could solve with their fists and weapons. So Stoick could be understood when he became confused at why his son wasn't as satisfied with the painting as he was.

"Now, Hiccup," Gobber piped up helpfully, "yer thinkin' about this all wrong. It's not so much what yeh look like – it's what's _inside_ that he can't stand!"

"Thank you, Gobber," hinted Stoick, leading the blacksmith away.

Hiccup turned to Mulch and Bucket next. "I… think I can see why Stoick made me look so… you know. But why did he turn Sightless into a monster?"

"Isn't he a monster?" inquired Bucket, befuddled.

"Mulch, you know what I mean, right?" Hiccup tried.

"Sure I do, Hiccup," the portly Viking chirped. But Hiccup could tell that he didn't, not really.

There really wasn't any reason to stick around. Hiccup's friends left for the village, but the boy himself headed for the woods, Sightless at his heels. He just wanted to be alone.

* * *

><p><strong>Village Plaza, an Hour Later<strong>

Hiccup wandered the woods, the coast, and even Mildew's cabbage farm, but still didn't feel any better about what had happened that morning. Not even Fungus, who greeted Hiccup with a welcome bleat when he arrived at Mildew's place, could lift his spirits.

Giving the sheep a pat on the head and a bit of clover to chew on, Hiccup left the cabbage farm and walked back down into the village. The fishermen had hauled up a huge catch of fish down at the docks, and the entire village was there to help them. Thus, the village was nearly empty when Hiccup arrived.

Just then, he felt a fist lightly connect with his shoulder. He looked up and saw Astrid walking along beside him, a soft smile on her face. But the expression turned to one of concern when he didn't smile back.

"I can't believe it," Hiccup sighed. Strolling through the village again, this time with the Hofferson girl in tow, he continued, "My dad likes that portrait more than he likes the real me! I mean, you saw how proud he looked when Bucket revealed his work. Whenever he lays eye on _me_, it's usually with this look of disappointment, like someone skimped on meat in his sandwich…"

Hiccup then stopped walking and paraded around in front of Astrid, doing a theatric but convincing impression of the Chief. "Excuse me, barmaid! I'm afraid you've brought me the wrong offspring! I ordered an extra-large boy with beefy arms, extra guts, and glory on the side! This here, this is a talking fishbone!"

Astrid couldn't help but hold back a giggle.

"Even my name!" Hiccup ranted. "You know that it's Viking tradition to name the runt of the litter 'Hiccup'."

Proving his point was a shepherd leading his flock through the village right at that moment. The Viking patted his leg and said to the smallest lamb, "Come on, little Hiccup! Oh, hello Hiccup," he added with a smile when he noticed the Haddock boy.

Of course, Hiccup felt even worse once the shepherd Viking had left. "What do I have to do to get my father to accept me?" he despaired. "Defeating the Fatalis, making peace with the monsters… what more could he ask of me?"

"He _does_ accept you," Astrid told him, soothingly. Then she added bluntly, "He just accepts the painting more."

"Thank you for summing that up," muttered Hiccup. "I feel like I'm saying that a lot these days."

He was about to move onward when Astrid suddenly pulled him into a hug. He froze momentarily, then relaxed somewhat when she gently and quickly pressed her lips against his.

"Look at it this way," the girl said, once she had pulled away, "I accept you just the way you are."

"Thanks, Astrid," Hiccup replied, spirits rising. "That means everything to me."

She only smirked and gave him a punch to the shoulder that sent him into a pile of barrels. But at least she helped him up once the barrels had stopped tumbling.

_At least someone likes me the way I am,_ Hiccup thought. _If only Dad could, too._

Then, something caught his attention. Glancing over in the direction of Gobber's forge, he caught sight of Fishlegs standing in front of it. Astrid saw him too, and the two of them walked over to meet him. The closer they got, though, the more clearly they could see his face – it was full of the kind of strained nervousness that one only got when he was in danger of being caught in some forbidden act.

"What are you doing out here, Fishlegs?" Hiccup questioned, half-curious and half-suspicious.

"Nothing!" he replied, a little too quickly. He then turned his head slightly and made a few bird calls in the direction of the forge.

"Okay, where are the rest of them?" asked Astrid, crossing her arms.

Fishlegs didn't reply, just let out a few more weak bird calls, so they walked around to the back of the smithy. Sure enough, the rest of the gang was there, all looking at the window expectantly.

Arachne came crawling out almost as soon as Hiccup and Astrid had joined them. "I've got the map!" she said, and held out the parchment that Gobber had confiscated last night.

"We're finding that treasure," Snaketail said to the newcomers, smugly.

"And you," Snotlout added to Fishlegs, "are a horrible lookout."

"Your signals stink," Ruff agreed.

"I'm warning you only one more time," said Batwings. "You heard what Gobber said. The bravest warriors in history have died trying to find that treasure."

"Yeah, and I'm next," replied Snotlout.

Astrid scoffed and muttered, "Well I, personally, want to live to see another Snoggletog."

Fishlegs turned toward her and Hiccup, excitement making his eyes almost pop out of their sockets. "We'll be _legends_!" he enthused. "Bards will sing _songs_ about us all over the archipelago!"

In response, Astrid got up in his face and spat, "You'll be _dead_! Come on, have some common sense, guys. Not even Stoick could find it."

Something clicked in Hiccup's mind, and from it, a brilliant and crazy plan sprang forth. All of a sudden, he knew just what to do in order to win his father's acceptance of him…

"You're right, he couldn't," he agreed. "Arachne, could I see the map?"

Arachne nodded and handed the Haddock boy the map, who began to skim over its contents.

"Finally," Astrid said with approval. "Someone's making sense."

"Where do we start?" asked Hiccup, ignoring her.

Batwings facepalmed and asked in an exasperated tone, "You're joking, right?"

Putting away the map, Hiccup looked at him and Astrid very seriously. "Think about it, you guys. My father couldn't find that treasure for the life of him. What would he say if I did something that not even Stoick the Vast could do?"

"I should have known," the blonde girl sighed. "You're going to go after this no matter what I say, right?"

"So, you're coming with us?" the Chief-to-be couldn't help but smirk. "And maybe without giving us a hard time?"

"Oh, I'll give you a hard time every step of the way," Astrid smirked right back, pressing a finger to his chest. "Someone's got to come along and make sure none of you risk your lives doing something stupid, and I'm the best woman for the job."

"Yes!" cheered Arachne. "Astrid's coming along! We'll find that treasure in no time flat!"

"Besides," added Astrid, "I couldn't let you go with just these clowns."

She pointed at the twins, who were now punching each other in the face. "I said harder!" grunted Tuffnut. "I said I want to see stars!"

Ignoring them was getting old, but the rest of the group did it again anyway.

"Looks like we've got the gang all together and ready for an adventure again," remarked Snaketail. "Let's get our monsters, meet back at the Meade Hall, and find that treasure!"

The teens quickly scattered, excitement buzzing through their veins in anticipation of the quest to come. Soon, the plaza was once again deserted.

It was only once they were gone that the eavesdropping monster decided to leave the safety of the shadows. Its relatively dim brain hadn't managed to comprehend the majority of their conversation, but one word in particular caught its attention – _treasure_. The monster knew that word and loved it more than anything else. It also knew that if it followed the little humans, it would get its claws on some of it.

So, with a few heavy flaps of its wings, it took to the air and flew toward the Meade Hall in pursuit of the Monster Riders.

* * *

><p><strong>Meade Hall<strong>

Thankfully, there wasn't a Viking in sight when Hiccup and his friends landed their monsters on the steps near the doors to the Meade Hall. Fishlegs had quickly ran inside and grabbed the portrait of Hamish the First and Hamish the Second, reporting that only Stoick and Gobber had been inside, and that they hadn't seen him. They were safe for now.

"_Where the land meets the sea, in the crook of the master's knee, that's where your search will be,_" recited Snaketail, reading off of the map. "What does that even mean?"

Tuff repeatedly hit his head as if to pound his brain into working. "Think think think. Think think think… I forgot what I was thinking about."

While the twins grinned with some kind of satisfied amusement at his statement, the rest of the Monster Riders gathered around Snaketail and the map, trying to figure out the clue. Something about the riddle seemed to click in Hiccup's mind, and he examined the parchment more closely.

"You know, I think I've seen this before," the Haddock boy murmured. "Legs, show me the portrait one more time."

Fishlegs obediently held up the portrait that he had swiped. Hamish the First was standing with his foot perched on a rock, striking a heroic pose. His raised leg was bent slightly, and his exposed knee pointed to an oddly-shaped rock spire jutting out from the sea behind them.

"There, where his knee bends!" exclaimed Hiccup. "That's where we start looking."

They boarded their monsters and flew north. Out of sight in seconds, they were just in time to avoid Stoick and Gobber, who walked out of the Meade Hall shortly after their departure.

"What?!" exclaimed Stoick, outraged. "You had that map and didn't destroy it?"

Gobber just looked at him and admitted, "I know, I know, I'm an idiot."

"What were you thinking?" Stoick demanded.

Shifting his feet, the blacksmith responded guiltily, "I was just thinkin' that you and I could take another crack at findin' that treasure."

"Gobber," Stoick said warningly.

"We turned back too early!" his friend replied. "So we lost a coupla toes…"

Stoick couldn't believe that he was hearing this from him. Slashing his hand through the air to silence the other man, he ordered, "Come on. We have to find Hiccup and the others before they get themselves killed. Why would they do such a thing…?"

While Stoick couldn't see any reasoning behind his son's actions, Gobber certainly could. The old Viking had been the father that Hiccup never had, and knew the boy better than even Stoick did. So, as the Chief walked down the stairs while muttering to himself, Gobber shook his head sadly and sighed before limping off after him.

Meanwhile, a monster emerged from its hiding place in the staircase's shadow and flew off in the direction that Hiccup and his friends had flown in…

* * *

><p><strong>North Beach<strong>

A few minutes had passed when the Berk Monster Riders guided their steeds down to the northernmost beach. On this beach, there was a spectacular view of the water and the small field of spires that rose out from the waves a short distance away – and one strangely-shaped spire in particular. It was the same one as in Hamish's portrait.

"Okay guys, listen up," Hiccup advised, taking the map from Snaketail. He read aloud the next clue; "_From here you will see a sea that's been sown, look to where water turns to bone._"

"I certainly see a sea," said Arachne, giggling.

"But 'where water turns to bone'?" Snotlout spoke up from his leaning position on Snotsnarl's head, bored. "Hamish isn't even trying to make sense here."

Batwings shook his head. "No, I don't think he means it in a literal sense. 'Water turns to bone', he says… he must mean ice!"

"The glacier!" crowed Snaketail, pointing to a glittering white mountain in the distance, just beyond the rocky towers.

With their next destination clear, they urged their monsters back into the sky and across the sea, toward the titanic iceberg.

It didn't take them at all long to reach the iceberg, and soon they were flying into a vast cave whose opening yawned wide in the side of the icy structure. Everyone dismounted their monsters and stared in awe at their surroundings – the walls and floor of the cavern were made purely of ice, and there could be seen more than one Viking frozen for all of eternity inside.

"There's something down there!" Hiccup said suddenly, catching sight of a small, dark object buried in the floor underneath his foot.

"That guy saw it too," muttered Fishlegs, pointing to a frozen Viking nearby.

Snaketail snatched the map back from Hiccup and read the next clue. "_Call on Magni, you'll go astray. Freja, though, will show the way._"

"Oh, I get it," said Ruff. She pushed past Hiccup and crouched down onto the ice, getting on her hands and knees. She bent down over the ice-locked object and began to bang her helmeted head against the ice, fracturing it.

There was a sudden, ominous *click* that echoed in the icy cavern.

"No!" Hiccup cried, knowing that it was a trap. He quickly grabbed hold of Ruff's arm and pulled her away, just in time to avoid a giant clawed mace that swung down from nowhere and smashed itself into the wall right next to them.

Hiccup stumbled and fell, ending up trapped underneath Ruff's body. The Thorston girl grinned and leaned in closer – undoubtedly about to make a move on him – only for Astrid to step in obligingly and kick her off of him.

"Thanks," mouthed Hiccup, to which she merely smirked.

"We can't break the ice," noted Batwings. "That's what 'Magni' means. He's the god of strength – right?" he added uncertainly. The Siren wasn't exactly an expert in human folklore.

"Of course," Arachne replied matter-of-factly. "And Freja is the goddess of fire!"

Nodding, Batwings crouched over the ice that Ruff had already cracked. His eyes rolled back in his head, and his throat started to contract, as if he was about to spit up something that didn't agree with him. The Monster Riders stepped back a safe distance right before he opened his mouth and shot a stream of crimson flames at the icy floor, rapidly burning a hole in the floor.

_I should be used to it by now, _thought Hiccup, _but it's still so weird seeing what looks like a human breathe fire._

Arachne picked up the sizzling object and gasped slightly as she felt her hands grow hot. Peering at it, Hiccup could see that it was some kind of ornate, artistically-designed piece of metal, with parts on the sides which made it seem like it would fit together with something.

"That's the treasure?" asked Ruff, sounding a bit skeptical.

"No," Hiccup replied, taking it from Arachne, "but it might help lead us to it."

Tuffnut snatched the key from Hiccup – if indeed it was a key – and held it at arm's length reverently. "Take us to the treasure," he commanded.

"Let us know if it answers," Astrid sneered.

Hiccup began, "This is just the first piece –"

But suddenly, from the entrance, something soared into the cave at a wicked speed and crashed into the floor just in front of Hiccup, sending him tumbling to the ground. Everyone scattered in shock as the monster raised its head and let out an aggressive cry that bounced around the cavern until it sounded like an entire group. Reflexively, Hiccup threw the key up into the air, and the monster grabbed it in its beak.

The creature was relatively small, but still large as it towered over the Haddock boy. Its skin was rubbery and a slight lilac in color, while its pink wings stretched on either side of it. A flashing crest buzzed on top of its head while its snaggle-toothed beak grinned triumphantly down at him.

"A Gypceros!" exclaimed Fishlegs. "It must be after the treasure too!"

The Gypceros squawked and hopped several times on the spot, its crest flashing spastically. With the key still held in its beak, it turned tail and ran drunkenly toward the exit – just as the glacier began to shake. Big chunks of ice fell from the ceiling while huge crevasses split the floor into a massive jigsaw puzzle. As the seconds raced by, the tremors got worse, and the Gypceros got father away from the group!

"Sightless!" shrieked Hiccup, and the Gore Magala was instantly at his side. His rider quickly jumped onto his back and slotted his foot into the stirrup, and they were airborne within moments.

The Gore Magala let out a scream as he bounded toward the crevasse, and the other monsters, which had been waiting outside, immediately flew inside and toward their riders. The monsters didn't even have to halt or slow down as their riders leapt onto their backs and swiftly got into the riding position, steering them back toward the exit after Hiccup and Sightless.

They were safely in the sky even as the glacier started to crumble behind them. But Hiccup didn't notice, as he was too busy focusing on the fleeing Gypceros ahead of them. The bird wyvern had gained significant ground, but it was a slow and clumsy flier. Thus, it didn't take long at all for Sightless to catch up, fly directly underneath the Gyperos, and ram it right in the stomach. It lurched in the air with a startled squawk, and dropped the treasure key right into Hiccup's waiting hand.

"Now, Sightless, virus blast!" he shouted.

Sightless screamed and launched a blast of black fire at the Gypceros, which just managed to avoid it. It squawked once more with rage, as if promising its revenge, before lurching away from them with a few strenuous beats of its wings.

_One step closer to the treasure,_ Hiccup thought, _and one step closer to proving myself._

And with that, the Berk Monster Riders flew across the sky once more, searching for the next place to continue their treasure hunt.

* * *

><p>Back on the northern beach, Stoick and Gobber braced themselves as the Chief's Anorupatisu landed heavily on the sand. They were still unused to riding a monster – even though Gobber had been friends with Silversol for quite a while now – but Stoick, for one, was rapidly getting used to it.<p>

"Gore Magala tracks," noted Gobber almost instantly, bending down to examine the heavy monster prints. He gathered some of the sound, sniffed it, and added with some manner of hesitation, "They were here… about an hour ago."

"I'll never understand how you do that," Stoick said, blinking in bewilderment. "What does 'an hour ago' smell like?"

Gobber gave him a glance and replied, "Not as strong as a half hour ago."

All of a sudden, there was an immense crumbling sound that came from the distance, instantly recognizable as the sound of ice breaking apart. Stoick and Gobber turned toward the ocean in shock to see some of the distant glacial mountain tumbling into the sea.

"The kids must have found something," muttered Stoick.

"Ah, it was in the _glacier_!" crowed Gobber. "I knew it!"

Snorting, Stoick retorted, "Oh, you knew it, did you? Then how come we spent a week digging in the sand?"

Gobber scowled. "Tha' was _yer_ idea!"

Allowing his temper to subside, Stoick murmured, "Hiccup and his friends got farther in one afternoon than we did in a month!"

Pulling up his pants, Gobber replied, "Yep, looks like the li'l Hiccup's got the best of us. An' we think we're the big, strong Vikings."

"What are you saying, Gobber?" asked Stoick, raising an eyebrow at his friend's exaggerated flexing.

"Stoick," Gobber answered plainly, "it's the painting."

Only now did Stoick really see what was going on. Hiccup's intentions were clear as ice to him – the boy wanted to prove himself worthy of being the son of a Chief, by showing that his brains were better than any amount of brawn. In particular, the brawn that Stoick had had Bucket give the portrait.

_Oh, son…_ Stoick thought regretfully. _I didn't mean any of this._

* * *

><p><strong>Yeah, motivation to write this chapter was at an all-time low, but I finally got through it. It didn't help that I was busy for a while this week, and didn't have a lot of time to write.<strong>

**Anyway, part 2 will be coming as soon as I can finish it, so I'll see you then!**
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_**Chapter 11**_

_**Portrait of Hiccup and Sightless Part 2**_

* * *

><p><strong>Sea Near Berk<strong>

The Berk Monster Riders took a break from flying on the top of a rock spire that projected from the choppy waters not too far from Berk – indeed, the island was still slightly visible in the distance. After the Gypceros had fled, Fishlegs had volunteered to keep watch in case it returned – he claimed that if it was after the treasure, then it would be back for another go at Hiccup's key.

But when the Ingerman boy had been asked if the Gypceros knew how to actually use the key, he just shrugged. What was certain, he emphasized, was that all Gypceri were natural kleptomaniacs, and that they would see this particular one again.

Hiccup unfurled Hamish's map and read the next clue loud enough to be heard over the waves breaking over their spire. He recited, "_At the edge of the world, amidst the raging sea, in the serpent's mouth lies another key._"

"Ugh, serpents!" Arachne shuddered. "I hate serpents!"

"You do realize that you're sitting on one, right?" asked Ruffnut, as Venomwing shot her rider a glare.

"Oh yeah," the girl replied, brightening. "Serpents are awesome."

Venomwing hissed lowly as if to say, _That's better._

Snotlout pointed to something in the distance and said excitedly, "That cloud looks like a snake!"

"Yeah, and in a few minutes, it'll look like a bunny," Astrid objected.

"What about the 'edge of the world' bit?" Batwings asked in a tremulous voice. "Don't tell me we'll actually have to go there and face Hraesvelgr ourselves."

"The riddle does talk about a serpent," mused Fishlegs. "Maybe we'll meet Jormungandr instead."

"Thor's archenemy?" said Tuffnut. "No thanks."

Hiccup didn't take part in the debate, instead busying himself with alternately poring over the map and looking out into the distance. "In the mouth… lies the key… over there!" he suddenly proclaimed, pointing at what he had just spotted.

The other teens dropped their argument and stared in the direction the Chief-to-be pointed. They simultaneously gasped when they saw a tall, crooked rock spire with a peak that looked a lot like a snake's open mouth.

"Alright, Sightless, let's go get it," said Hiccup.

But before Sightless could take off, Fishlegs interrupted him. "Wait a minute!" his pudgy friend protested. "You can't take a Gore Magala with a wingspan of forty-eight feet and expect him to hover in winds like that! You'll be killed!"

"Well then, what's the wingspan of Heatray?" asked Hiccup.

"About the same," answered Fishlegs.

"Uh, guys," Batwings piped up. "I think I might have a solution." He grinned and flexed his wings when Hiccup and Fishlegs stared at him, the realization slowly dawning on them.

And that was how Hiccup found himself dangling from a ten-foot long rope while Batwings held on to the other end, gripping it firmly in his claws. However, both the winds and the weight of what he carried were playing havoc with his ability to fly, making him lurch from side to side despite his best efforts to steady himself. The fact his hair was being blown into his eyes didn't help matters.

"Keep it steady," Hiccup warned, as they flew closer to their destination.

"What do you think I'm trying to do?!" the Siren snapped, beating his wings a little harder to fight against the wind.

Together, they somewhat awkwardly flew up to the 'mouth' of the spire, where a small piece of metal was nestled snugly inside. Hiccup reached several times for it, but each time, the wind kicked up to push him away. At one point, he almost slammed into the spire, and he silently thanked Thor that he didn't.

"I can't reach it!" the Haddock boy shouted up to Batwings.

"Alright, we tried!" he responded.

Hiccup ignored him and slid down the rope until another inch would send him tumbling into the sea. With his prosthetic foot this time, he reached into the alcove and tried to pick up the key. He tried unsuccessfully several times, and even managed to come close to securing it at one point, but it always slipped away.

"Do we really need this treasure?" lamented Batwings. "Isn't our friendship treasure enough?"

Once again, Hiccup ignored him and decided to give it one more shot. He rested his metal foot on the key, braced himself, and kicked it into the air. It soared high, then dropped right into Hiccup's hand. For a second, Hiccup thought it was on the verge of falling through his fingers, but he tightened his grip on it and nodded in satisfaction.

"Okay, got it!" he called triumphantly. "How's that for a Hiccup?"

"Finally," grunted Batwings, already flying back toward the waiting Monster Riders. "You need to lose a few pounds."

"Please," Hiccup replied sarcastically. "If I lost any more weight you'd be able to see through me."

* * *

><p><strong>Berk Woods<strong>

Hamish's map seemed to lead into the woods back on Berk, so the Monster Riders flew there in order to find the next clue. The next fifteen minutes or so consisted of them riding their monsters through the dense trees, with Batwings carrying the map.

"They fit together," realized Hiccup, connecting the two keys that he had gathered. "We're on the right track."

"Hot on that treasure's heels!" agreed Snaketail with a wide grin.

"Hiccup, what are you going to do with your part of the treasure?" Ruff asked curiously.

"I'm not really here for the treasure," Hiccup answered, shrugging.

"Great! I get his share," Snotlout said instantly.

"I think Hiccup should get a portion of the treasure anyway," Arachne claimed. "After all, this is his quest. He should get something out of it."

Astrid urged Blackhawk forward until she was beside Hiccup. "You don't have to do this, you know."

Sighing, Hiccup shook his head and replied, "Try telling that to my father."

Their journey came to halt once the trees thinned, and a strange rock wall blocked their way. The wall was made up of two large frames that consisted of large boulders stacked neatly on top of one another, while the rest was made from a huge pile of neatly-stacked rocks. The entire thing towered at least thirty feet in the air, and even though it was out in the middle of the woods, it didn't look natural.

"Why would anyone build a wall in the middle of the forest?" wondered Batwings.

"Duh, to keep out the other trees," Tuff smirked.

Batwings took a look at the map again and squinted at it, reading, "_The world is right, the stars align. When not in sync, danger you'll find._"

Snotlout protested, "Stars? I'm not waiting until after dark."

"He doesn't mean actual stars," Hiccup told his cousin. "I mean, water didn't turn to bone."

"What do you think it means?" Astrid asked him.

"Hey!" the arrogant Jorgenson piped up again. "Why are you asking _him_? Maybe I know!" He glared imperiously for a few seconds, then continued, "I said _maybe_! As it turns out, I really _don't_."

Several of the teens looked away from him in disgust or growled their frustration before turning back to examine the rocky wall.

"Hmm, there are shapes carved into some of the stones," noted Fishlegs, dismounting Heatray and peering at one from up close.

"Keep an eye out for anything that looks like a star," Hiccup advised.

"Found one!" Snaketail chirped. The Grundenson girl hopped off of Twinhorn's neck and dashed up to the block she had spotted, and began to pull it out.

But the second she did, the wall trembled violently, and stones started to tumble down from the top of the wall. Instictively, the monsters backed away from what could almost certainly become a rockslide, and their riders followed them. Snaketail frantically tried to push the block back into its position, but even with Snotlout's help, it didn't budge.

"Snotsnarl!" cried Snotlout. "Snotsnarl!"

The Tigrex, who had been lazily watching a butterfly flutter by, snapped to attention and obligingly nudged the block with his snout. When it had been pushed back into place, the wall stopped trembling.

"It says 'in sync'," Hiccup murmured, taking the map from Batwings. "That means there must be another one."

This time, it was Fishlegs who spotted the block. Indeed, it had a star engraved on it as well, but was too high up on the wall for one of them to pull it out by hand. Luckily, the Thorston twins stepped forward and let Queen and King do the job. The elder dragons seized the blocks with their fangs and pulled them out at the same time.

The blocks slid out easily, and the wall trembled again – less violently this time. It split into two halves that slide into the stone on either side of it, revealing the entrance to a cavern. Without any more delay, the teens and their monsters all walked inside – but the second they were through, the entrance closed behind us.

_That doesn't bode well for me,_ thought Hiccup with a shudder. Sightless shivered his wings uncomfortably beside him, and made sure to stick close.

Their walking took them into a tunnel, and then into a vast cavern. Hiccup and Astrid both took a torch from the wall nearest to them, and Blackhawk lit them with her fire at a command from the Hofferson girl. The cave was dominated by a wide, shallow pit with six pedestals rising from it, each displaying a key at their pinnacles. Each key was identically-shaped, but all had different properties. Hiccup knew that they were each made of a different material.

There was one other thing about the cavern – it was uncomfortably warm.

"Ugh, it's really hot!" complained Snotlout, wiping his brow. "Is anyone else hot? Because I'm _really_ hot!"

"I know, I'm sweating like a dragon at an eel convention," moaned Snaketail, fanning herself with her helmet.

"Please don't give me nightmares on top of dehydration," growled Batwings, his wings drooping from the heat.

Suddenly, Fishlegs squirmed and whimpered, "Is it just me, or is the floor moving?"

Hiccup lowered his torch to the pit, and the light revealed hundreds of tiny, multi-legged dragons skittering around on the floor. They were Fireworm dragons!

"Tuffnut!" cried Arachne, witnessing the Thorston boy picking one of the Fireworms up. "Careful, their skin burns hotter than the sun!"

He scoffed in response, "Please. How hot could the sun be?"

The Fireworm gladly gave him an answer by heating itself up until it was glowing white-hot. There was a loud sizzle, and Tuff cried out in pain. He shook off the dragon, which gave out an agonized squeak that caused its few hundred compatriots to start glowing.

Hiccup frantically shook the dropped Fireworm off of his boot before it could burn through to his skin. The rest of the insect-like dragons advanced, only for Sightless to shoot his black fire at them. They started to panic and scatter at the feel of the virus-filled flames on their scales while the other fire-breathing monsters blasted them as well, trying to keep them away from their riders.

In a few seconds, they were gone – but the room was now filled with leaping flames, which lapped hungrily at the sides of the pit and rapidly surrounded it. Hiccup, knowing that he would have to work fast, ran to the middle of the now-clear pit with Sightless at his side.

"It's getting hard to breathe in here," gasped Astrid.

"That's what happens when you're being roasted alive!" Fishlegs cried.

"Grab everything and let's go!" yelled Snotlout.

"No," Hiccup yelled back, "it's a choice." Then, taking out the map, he continued, "_Something pure and something strong, look first to yourself and you won't go wrong._"

He looked around at the six choices available to him, again noticing that each key was made of a different material.

"Something strong…" Arachne mused. "That must be the one made of iron!" She pointed to a shiny grey key.

"But iron isn't pure," Astrid disagreed. "Take the gold one." She gestured to a radiant gold key.

The Fireworm dragons then started to come back with a vengeance, crawling through the gaps in the raging fires with hostile hisses. Immediately, Hiccup and the others could see that they were sporting unusual purplish skin tones and evil red eyes, while their mouths dripped hot, black saliva that sizzled when it hit the floor.

"Ugh!" exclaimed Batwings. "They've gone feral! No offence to Sightless, but spreading that virus around was a really bad idea."

Doubling their efforts to keep the virus-affected Fireworms away, the fire-breathing monsters attempted to spit more flames at the creepy-crawlies, but soon ran out of fuel once their shot limits had been reached.

Hiccup was caught between two particular keys – a diamond one and a copper one. The copper one had first grabbed his attention, but the more he looked at the diamond key, the more he thought that that was the one to take. Diamonds were pure as could be, and they were also incredibly strong. Steeling himself, Hiccup rushed forward and took the diamond key off of its pedestal.

Nothing happened.

That is, until the Fireworms fled and the ground fell away beneath Hiccup's feet.

Tremors rocked the cavern, even as Astrid and Fishlegs ran to the edge of the abyss and screamed Hiccup's name, futilely reaching out their hands as if to try and help him. Sightless fell down as well, and soon the two of them were lost from view. But the tremors persisted, and continued to worsen until rocks started falling from above. The cave was caving in, so to speak.

"We can't leave him!" shouted Astrid, grabbing Snaketail's arm as the Grundenson girl mounted Twinhorn.

"If we stay, we'll all be trapped or crushed to death," she said regretfully. "There won't be anyone to help Hiccup!"

Mouth tightening uncomfortably, Astrid realized that the other girl was right. Although she didn't like it, she knew she didn't have any choice in the matter. She and Blackhawk would have to escape with the others.

So that's just what they did.

* * *

><p><strong>Far Underground<strong>

Hiccup hit the ground hard. Rocks still tumbled down from above, but the tremors seemed to be settling down. Soon, they had subsided completely, and the boulders ceased to fall. The Haddock boy could faintly see that the top of the pit had become clogged with rubble.

"We've got to find some way out of here, bud," he murmured to Sightless, painfully sitting up. The Gore Magala bounded down from where he had been trying to clamber up the wall and concernedly nudged his human friend.

"I'm fine, Sightless," Hiccup told him. "I just wish there was some more light in here…"

As soon as he said that, there was a huge flash of white light that came from down a previously-invisible tunnel. Like the light from a lightning bolt, it vanished instantly, only to come again, several more times. Each time the cave was illuminated, Hiccup was able to see a small, angular depression in the ground before him, surrounded by a circular pattern.

"I wonder…" he said quietly.

Taking out the three keys he had gathered, he fit them all together, and each piece made a clean clicking sound as it was connected. Kneeling down, he slotted the completed key into the small indent in the floor before him – for although the cavern was dark again, he knew just where to place the key.

The moment the key had been pushed into place, torches lit along the walls and into the tunnel on the other side of the room, allowing Hiccup to proceed easily. But Sightless was reluctant, growling a warning to his rider and shivering his wings uncomfortably.

"We've come this far," Hiccup said with a smile.

Sightless only grumbled to himself and, not very enthusiastically, slunk after his rider.

The tunnel that they had to pass through wasn't long, and soon ended at a mammoth chamber that utterly dwarfed the one that he and his friends had been standing in prior to the tremor. Hiccup, in fact, was perched on a small ledge, while the presumed floor of the cavern was so far below him that he couldn't see it – it just vanished into blackness.

In the middle of the near-bottomless pit, there was an island rising up from the abyss. There was also a narrow walkway extending from the small island and right to the entrance of Hiccup's tunnel, giving him the ability to cross.

Still, Hiccup was hesitant as he walked down the path with Sightless at his heels. The walkway felt rather precarious, and he could easily imagine it suddenly crumbling to pieces underneath him and dropping him into the pit below. Shivering and determinedly pushing the image from his mind, the Haddock boy finished crossing the walkway and planted his feet safely on the edge of the island.

Positioned directly in front of him, as if it had been waiting for him, was a pedestal with a small scroll secured neatly on top of it. Suspecting another trap, Hiccup gingerly plucked it from the column. When nothing happened, he shifted it in his hands and let his eyes move across its length as he took in the message that was written there.

"_This treasure was passed from father to son. I leave it to you, the next worthy one. For only a Hiccup could have gotten this far – from one to the other, be proud of who you are._"

Hiccup unrolled the scroll and gasped in amazement at what he beheld. On the parchment was a sketch of Hamish the First and his son – drawn, he presumed, by Hamish the Second himself. But there was a single, major difference between the image on the scroll, hidden from Berk itself, and the one that had hung in the Meade Hall for all to see. Hamish the Second wasn't a typical beefy Viking teenager, but a small and scrawny young lad just like the present-day Hiccup.

Hiccup had always questioned why his name was "Hiccup Horrendous Haddock the Third". But now he knew why, as he stared at the signature scrawled messily beneath the well-detailed work of art. It was signed, "Hiccup Horrendous Haddock the Second", labeling the stick-thin boy on the scroll as the second runt born to the Haddock family.

"Hamish the Second was like me," the Chief-to-be said to Sightless. "He knew only another one of us could find this place."

Sightless growled affectionately and nudged me with his head, as if saying, _I guess you're something special after all._

His rider patted his head with a grateful smile, and got a friendly lick across the face in return.

It was only then that Hiccup noticed there wasn't just lost family secrets to be found on the island. Piles and piles of gold bars, statues, and more littered the floor, practically covering it in a glittering mound of treasure.

"Look at all this stuff," he gasped. "I guess being a Hiccup isn't such a bad thing after all. It's hard to believe this all belonged to just one –"

All of a sudden, there was a terrible squawk and another flash of bright light, and something blue soared down to the island and crashed amongst its valuables. Hiccup was thrown to the ground and also wound up within a pile, and got up dazedly with a goblet on his head and a necklace around his neck. Just as he did so, though, the monster that had crashed exploded from out of the treasure, scattering gold items everywhere and even throwing some into the pit that yawned below.

It was the Gypceros from before! Now Hiccup could see that its glowing crest was the source of the light from before. Evidently, it hadn't learned its lesson from last time… it just wanted the treasure.

Hiccup was entirely willing to let the monster go. After all, if it just wanted the gold, then that was fine with him. He was satisfied with the scroll, and didn't care much for all the glittery glamor that was strewn about the floor around him. But when Sightless let out a hostile hiss at the sight of the bird wyvern he had chased away, the Gypceros heard and blindly attacked them, crest buzzing furiously, believing them to be competitors for its self-claimed stash of shiny things. It had no mercy for those who wanted what it believed to rightfully belong to it.

Letting out a fierce snarl, Sightless leapt at the Gypceros, which charged forward in a drunken manner without any real plan of attack. The larger monster collided with the smaller and sent it tumbling back into the treasure. But the Gypceros lashed out with its blunt beak and whip-like tail, driving Sightless back for a moment before he pressed his attack, lashing out with his claws and tail. The Gypceros dodged with unexpected swiftness before pouncing on Sightless, talons thrown out and driven into the Gore Magala's side. However, Sightless extended his wing and clamped his claws around its beak, throwing the other monster away from him.

Meanwhile, Hiccup had been about to attempt to break up the fight, but quickly became distracted by something else. Two more pedestals rose up from the floor to join the one already present, each just as tall and carrying an item as well. The left column held a seabird's feather, while the right column displayed a hefty-looking hammer.

"_In between the body and mind,_" Hiccup whispered, bending down to examine a riddle that he had just noticed between the pedestals, "_a choice must be made on what you find. At this moment, you must look to yourself, as only one path will give you true wealth._"

The moment the boy groaned in frustration, the ground began to tremble once more. The quakes rapidly became more violent, and the tunnel and walkway collapsed behind him, leaving him no way to escape the chamber on foot. Rocks fell from the ceiling – first pebbles, and then full-fledged boulders were crumbling around him as the entire cavern started to give.

Instantly, Sightless abandoned his fight with the Gypceros and bounded to his rider's side, hearing their surroundings collapsing and instinctively knowing that the human was in danger. Thinking that its enemy was fleeing, the Gypceros crowed triumphantly and gathered up the treasure with its wings and tail.

"Come on, Hamish," growled Hiccup. "You're killing me!"

Urgently, Sightless let out a short scream. Hiccup replied, "I know, Sightless! But there's no way out of here! Unless…"

The Haddock boy cast his gaze at the two pedestals, looking from one to the other indecisively. Was it better to pick the hammer and fight his way out, or to pick the feather and hope he made it?

Still not able to decide, Hiccup suddenly stumbled and almost lost his balance as the quake suddenly increased in magnitude, and the rubble raining down from the ceiling multiplied until it seemed as if there would be _no_ ceiling very soon.

The Gypceros, still gloating over its victory and squatting over its pile of gold, finally realized that something was wrong. It let out a panicked squawk at the sight of the falling rocks, immediately trying to rise into the air. But its talons were weighted down by the golden chains that it had unintentionally adorned itself with. It could do nothing as a boulder impacted against its back, throwing it off the side of the island – wings windmilling awkwardly and to no avail, the bird wyvern disappeared into the pit.

Finally, Hiccup made his decision. He bolted toward one of the pedestals, just as the ceiling collapsed in its entirety, bringing down the largest storm of rock he had ever seen down upon his head…

* * *

><p><strong>Berk Woods<strong>

The Berk Monster Riders were all in a panic, frantically tossing aside boulders that had blocked up the escape route they had taken in their intentions of surviving to rescue Hiccup. Shoving rock after rock aside, they all slowly began to despair as they noticed that more rocks appeared underneath each one they moved.

But they knew they couldn't slow down, so they shook of their doubts and doubled their efforts. Hiccup's very life depended on how fast they moved the rubble.

"Keep digging!" cried Astrid, frantically throwing away another rock – which was caught and eaten by an eager Heatray. "That's my b… best friend in there!"

Snaketail took a momentary pause in her work to glance at the Hofferson girl quizzically. _Had she just been about to say…?_ she wondered.

Everyone joined her in her pause. Although not for the same reason as the Grundenson, oh no. It was because of the massive earthquake that erupted into action all of a sudden, powerful enough to tear the ground apart. Fearfully looking around for the source of the terrible shaking, and they all gasped in unison. An entire section of the forest was sinking, falling into the ground, simply disappearing into a bottomless hole below it!

"Hiccup…" breathed Astrid.

Dust, gigantic clouds of it, was thrown up into the air, obscuring the Monster Riders' vision and making them cough and splutter. They clamped their eyes and mouths shut, barring the occasional cough, to prevent more from getting into their lungs.

Astrid, already at the edge of the great hole that had swallowed part of the woods, was the first to squint through the already-settling dust clouds. Thus, she was also the first to open her eyelids wide in surprise, and the first to allow tears of relief to well up from within them.

Hiccup and Sightless were alright. In one hand, the scrawny teenager held a scroll, and in the other, he raised a feather high in a victorious posture.

"Hiccup!" called Batwings. "Oh, I'm so relieved!"

The rest of the teens, including their monsters, ran over to greet their good friend. Astrid did as well, but pulled him into a heartfelt hug and leaned her head on his shoulder, simply too happy to see him alive. Initially surprised, Hiccup quickly hugged her back, wrapping his arms securely around her and taking a deep inhalation through his nose, as if finding her scent to be greatly welcome after almost getting killed.

Then they separated, and Astrid slugged Hiccup on the shoulder. Clutching what he was sure to be a developing bruise, he muttered, "Saw that coming."

"What happened down there?!" asked Arachne, excitedly.

"Yes, please tell us!" squealed Fishlegs. The husky Ingerman was hopping up and down uncontrollably.

"Blah blah blah, who cares?" interrupted Snotlout. "Where's the treasure?"

Hiccup happened to glance down, and caught sight of the necklace that was still hanging around his neck. "Well, I managed to – accidentally – make off with this before the rest of it was lost in that earthquake."

"You mean there was _more_ treasure?" demanded Snaketail in a voice that cracked with heartbreak. "And it's all gone?"

The Chief-to-be shrugged and tossed the necklace in a random direction. It was caught by Batwings, who eyed it curiously before nodding to himself and putting it around his own neck.

Before he could ask what the Siren was planning to do with it, Hiccup turned his face to the radiant sky upon hearing the *whoosh* of wind under wings and the familiar screech of an Anorupatisu. He was just in time to see the blue flying wyvern descend, carrying the huge figures of Stoick and Gobber on his back.

"Son!" cried the elder Haddock, sweeping the boy up into his arms and embracing him heartily.

"Ooooo-kay, Dad, can't breathe," the junior Haddock croaked.

Hastily, Stoick put his son down and ruffled the hair on his head instead, beside himself with joy to see his son alive and well, and with a bit of treasure to boot.

"Dad, look at this," said Hiccup, unfurling the scroll and holding it up before the much bigger Viking. "This was Hamish the First's real son, Hiccup Horrendous Haddock the Second."

Ruffnut piped up bluntly, "That's not treasure."

"To a father, it is," Stoick replied gently. "Son, I never meant to make you feel like you had to… do something like this."

Hiccup smiled at his dad and told him, "I know, Dad. But I had to do it for myself."

They hugged again, glad to have reached an understanding of each other once more.

* * *

><p><strong>Meade Hall<strong>

Hiccup watched with great satisfaction as Bucket took down the old portrait of him, Stoick, and Batwings. He simply thought that the artist was getting rid of it, and nothing more.

Oh, how wrong he was. To Hiccup's surprise, Bucket reached down and hung a brand-new one on the wall in its place. The boy looked at it and broke into an overjoyed smile.

In the painting, Stoick was grinning down at him with a hand on his shoulder. Instead of a sword, he had a scroll in his hands. His old helmet was on, and he was delighted to say that he looked just as skinny as usual. Sightless was there as well, with his cloak wrapped in an affectionate way around the two Vikings, his maw tweaking upwards in a toothy – and very friendly – grin.

Hiccup felt his dad's hand reach up to rest on his shoulder. He looked up, and Stoick looked down. It was then that he gave his son a smile that Hiccup would treasure for the rest of my life.

* * *

><p><em>I spent most of my life trying to prove to my dad that I could be his kind of Viking.<em>

_As it turns out… I already was._

* * *

><p><strong>And that's the end of it. I had some motivation issues while writing, but nothing too bad. The next chapter, however, shouldn't be as problematic.<strong>

**Speaking of, make sure to leave me a review and wait patiently for my next update!**

**Up next: Dragon Flower**
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_**Chapter 12**_

_**Dragon Flower Part 1**_

**NOTE: University is starting, so chapters will inevitably come at a much slower rate.**

* * *

><p><em>Berk is a small island in the middle of nowhere. So when we get a taste of something new, we tend to go a little… overboard.<em>

_Unfortunately, new isn't always good._

* * *

><p><strong>Docks<strong>

"Trader Johann's here!" cried Bucket from his fishing boat, directing his shout up to the sleepy village of Berk. "Trader Johann's –"

So excited at the arrival of the much-welcome ship, which was not far off on the horizon, he promptly toppled over the side of his vessel and into the water with a tremendous splash.

It was early morning, and the Hooligans were still sleepy from their previous day. There were still boats to repair and fish to catch after their Chief's new monster had wrecked some of their fleet. But all of their tiredness vanished upon hearing Bucket's shout – Trader Johann was here!

Johann was Berk's main source of contact with the outside world. The friendly foreigner was well liked by all tribes, and provided them with all kinds of interesting objects from his adventurous travels. He also provided a bit of excitement whenever he came to the otherwise boring isle of Berk (well, boring except for its new monster inhabitants). Thus, the villagers all filed down to the docks early in the morning, drawn to Trader Johann's approaching trade ship like Terrible Terrors to a fish.

Hiccup was amongst them. He and the rest of the Berk Monster Riders ran to the edge of the dock and watched the ship pull into the harbor. At last, the foreign trader himself put down a gangplank and propped it up on the side of his ship, allowing his customers to climb up onto his ship.

"Ah, Berk!" he exclaimed. "My favorite of all the islands I travel to. Oh, the things I've seen, the people I've met! I'd need a week to tell you everything, but avast, we have limited time to conduct our business together." He then cupped his hands around his mouth and shouted to the entire island, "Whatever it is you're looking for, I can assure you that you'll find it here!"

With that, Hiccup and the others hopped aboard the ship and immediately began to browse, looking over the merchandise that Johann had on display.

"Dibs!" claimed Snotlout. He covered a table with his arms possessively and added, "I call dibs on everything."

"I've got food of all sorts!" announced Johann cheerfully. "Spices, exotic animals, works of art, and jewelry! Not to mention knowledge."

Almost immediately, Fishlegs spotted a small book and, to the watching Hiccup's amusement, hopped up and down excitedly. "Is this your only book on botany?" he asked Trader Johann enthusiastically.

Johann chuckled and replied, "Yes, given to me by the author himself!"

"How about I trade this?" the Ingerman boy offered, digging into his pocket and pulling out a small necklace. "It's made with baby Diablos teeth!"

"Fair enough, Mr. Fishlegs!" the trader exclaimed, taking the necklace and allowing Fishlegs to run off with his purchase.

Meanwhile, Snotlout was admiring himself in a dusty hand mirror. "Wow, I'm even better looking than I thought."

"You sure you want that?" asked Astrid, snidely. She effortlessly tossed a small Hunting Horn into the air and caught it by the handle, then continued, "There's a huge crack in it that wasn't there a second ago."

Although at first he didn't understand, Snotlout eventually gave her a scowl and walked away.

Arachne tried and failed to hold back a giggle at her role model's comment, but then noticed Gobber. The blacksmith was rubbing his face against a large piece of purple silk, with a look on his face that suggested contentment. He looked like a dragon in a field of dragon nip.

"Are you okay, Gobber?" the Philston girl asked, raising her eyebrows.

"Better than okay," Gobber assured her. "I'm in Valhalla!"

Hiccup overheard their exchange and rolled his eyes, before spotting something that intrigued him. Sitting innocently on a crowded table was a clay bottle that easily fit into the palm of his hand, an object that made a realization dawn in his mind.

_Perfect!_ the boy thought, picking up the bottle. _I've needed ink for some time now._

Johann saw him holding it, and bustled over to him. "Ah, that's pure squid ink, Mr. Hiccup!" he exclaimed. "Wrestled from the colossal squid of the northern waters! It's taken your fancy, eh?"

Giving him a knowing smile, Hiccup put a hand inside his coat and pulled out one of his homemade spyglasses. "Would this do? You know, I made it myself."

"Yes," replied Johann, "I'm well aware. You've given me five just like it – unfortunately, I only have two eyes," he added with a chuckle.

Nodding, the Haddock boy put the spyglass away and instead held out another of his inventions. "What do you think of this winch?" he suggested, turning it playfully. "It'll help you pull up your gangplank."

The trader looked honestly delighted. "A working tool for an old man's ailing shoulder! Consider it done."

Upon making the exchange with Johann, Hiccup turned around to see Snaketail and Batwings sparring with a pair of Sword and Shields they had found. Snaketail wasn't quite accustomed to her weapon, though, and had the blade – and then the shield – knocked out of her hand by her dragon friend.

"Never mess with someone who's used to fighting with Dual Blades," snickered Batwings, putting his own weapon and accompanying shield away.

It was quickly picked up by Stoick, who soon nodded with satisfaction and stuck the Sword and Shield under his arm. Clearly, he was going to purchase it.

"Another sword," Hiccup remarked. "It'll look perfect in the armory with the other hundred-odd weapons collecting dust in there."

"If you must know," his father replied with an amused look, "it's _not_ for me. I'm heading off to my yearly meeting with the chief of the Shivering Shores. The last one to come without a gift left without a head." He then walked off to converse with Johann.

"He can have it," murmured Snaketail, sidling up to Hiccup's side. "I prefer my new Charge Blade, anyway."

"How is that weapon working for you?" the boy wondered. "You told me a few weeks ago that you were having trouble with pretty much every other weapon on Berk, so I invented that one for you. Do you like it?"

"Of course!" she replied. "It's not just that it's the perfect weapon for me, and the fact it can turn from a Sword and Shield into a giant axe is plain awesome, but it's also because _you_ made it."

Hiccup blushed, then quickly moved out of the way as Stoick brushed past him, apparently successful with his deal with Johann. "I'll be back in five days, son!" the Chief informed him. "On second thought, make that two, thanks to Needlenose and Thornado!"

Stoick jumped off the trade ship and onto the dock, then mounted the Anorupatisu that awaited him. When he climbed onto the saddle, the aquatic flying wyvern spread his wings and let out a screech. Beside him, a blue Thunderdrum raised his head and belted out a yell that made the sails tremble.

"Well, you finally named them!" said Hiccup approvingly. "Needlenose and Thornado, huh?"

"That's right!" grunted Stoick in reply, hanging on tightly to the now-bucking and thrashing Needlenose who was impatient to get going. "It's because he's got that ship-chopping blade on his nose, while Thornado has the power of Thor and the ferocity of a tornado! Those names are the only things they'll listen to, because they can be _quite stubborn_!"

His son laughed as he finally got Needlenose under control, teasing, "I can't imagine where he gets that from."

"Up, Needlenose!" ordered Stoick, pulling on the reins lashed to the Anorupatisu's mouth. The monster let out a hissing shriek and flew away into the yonder, majestic with his white underbelly imprinted against the blue sky. Thornado followed with a flap of his wings, stingray-like tail trailing behind him.

"Ah, men riding monsters!" admired Johann from the sidelines. "What a magnificent sight to behold. I wonder if I could –"

"Johann!"

Everyone on the boat heard the hostile voice, and none were very happy about it. Naturally, it was Mildew. That was odd. He almost never came down from his cabbage farm when Trader Johann was in town.

"Did you get what I want?" he demanded of the trader.

"Always right to the point with you, Mildew," laughed Johann, not put off in the least. "I assume you've brought my cabbage?"

Mildew pointed to a sack full of the foul vegetables, and, satisfied, Johann showed him in the direction of a few large baskets. "Send someone to deliver them to my house," Mildew growled, then stalked off again.

Just about to pick up the cabbages, there was a red blur, and all of a sudden Snaketail's Grapple Grounder was in his way. Horrorcow had smelled the scent of cabbage from back in the village, and now stood there with her tongue hanging out of her mouth eagerly. She snapped at Johann a few times, who quickly pulled the sack away each time.

"No, no, these aren't for you!" he yelped. "Feisty little one, aren't you –"

The trader ducked when Horrorcow took her most enthusiastic bite yet, throwing herself forward and ending up with her head stuck in a basket. She pulled herself out with effort, blue flower petals drifting around her as she shook herself woozily.

Sightless, who had clambered aboard the ship to join Hiccup, suddenly leapt at Johann with scream, bowling Hiccup over in the process.

"Safe distance, please!" Johann said with a scream of his own.

"Sorry about that," apologized Hiccup breathlessly. He scrambled to his feet and gently but firmly pushed Sightless away from the frightened foreigner. "He's just being protective."

Then, the Haddock boy suddenly felt something wet on his tunic. He glanced down and saw that the floor was dotted with fragments of clay, and there was a huge stain of ink marking the green fabric of his shirt. The bottle must have been smashed when Sightless attacked.

"Oh, Sightless," muttered Hiccup, sighing. The Gore Magala slunk over to his side and gurgled a guilty apology.

"Sorry lad, but that was my last one," Johann told him, regretfully. "Tell you what. I'll find that squid again and wrestle you another bottle, free of charge."

Hiccup nodded and simply watched a frustrated Snaketail lead Horrorcow away, who was happily munching a cabbage.

* * *

><p><strong>Berk Monster Academy<strong>

Trader Johann had left yesterday afternoon, and the Berk Monster Riders were overdue for a lesson at the Academy. But now, as Hiccup strode in through the gate, he caught sight of the twins erecting a massive, intricately-carved stone sculpture in the middle of the arena. It looked quite majestic, to tell the truth.

"How does that look?" Ruffnut asked, giving it one last shove.

"Beautiful," remarked Fishlegs.

"You got that just for the Academy?" inquired Hiccup, thoroughly impressed.

"Yeah," replied Tuffnut, "we got it from Trader Johann. We had to give him our great-grandfather's skull, but we got to keep the clavicle."

Walking around and patting the statue thoughtfully, Hiccup commented, "You know, it's about time you guys started taking some pride in this place."

Tuff nodded distractedly, then yelled, "Duck!"

Hiccup barely had time to do that before his sister urged Queen and King to shoot twin streams of fire at the statue, leaving it with ugly singes and burn marks marring its stony surface.

"That. Was. _Awesome_!" cheered Snaketail. "Let Twinhorn and I take a shot!"

She hopped onto the Black Diablos' back and kicked with her heels, prompting the monster to charge forward and ram the statue with her one horn, knocking it into the far wall.

"My turn!" insisted Arachne, and Venomwing subsequently spat poison at the statue.

Adding to the poor thing's torture were Astrid, Fishlegs, and Batwings, who all ordered their monsters to shoot tail spines, flammable mucus, and lava rays at it. By now, the sturdy ornament was starting to look badly beaten up.

Even Sightless got in the action, and readied a virus blast. But his projectile seemed to come earlier than he anticipated, and missed by several feet. He wiped a paw over his face and let out an audible sniffle, then inhaled deeply and fired off another blast with a scream.

Snotlout barely got his head out of the way in time to avoid the rogue ball of virus. "Hey, tell your monster to close his mouth when he sneezes! You _want_ me to get eel pox?"

"That's weird," Hiccup murmured. "I'm sorry, Snotlout, but that's never happened before."

He shared a glance as best as he could with his eyeless monster, who fidgeted before he let loose with another sneeze, accidentally knocking Fishlegs' helmet off of his head. The husky Ingerman squeaked and ran off to retrieve it.

_Maybe it's just a little cold,_ thought Hiccup. _But something seems off._

"I know what'll make him feel better," said Astrid, giving him a sharp nudge and a playful grin. "A race around Berk! First to complete two laps wins it!" She never gave him any time to reply, hopping aboard Blackhawk and taking her into the sky.

"I'm coming too!" called Snaketail, and whistled for Horrorcow. The Grapple Grounder appeared quicker than a blink, and they too soared off.

Hiccup couldn't resist. He and Sightless eagerly launched themselves out of the Academy gate and followed the two girls and their scaly mounts, catching up quickly and leaving everyone else behind.

"So… class dismissed, then?" asked Fishlegs. He sounded disappointed.

"Yes!" exclaimed Ruff, giving her brother a high-five. "Let's go blow up Mildew's house!"

"Get back here!" demanded Batwings, snatching the back of her shirt and pulling her away from the exit before she could make a break for it.

* * *

><p>Hiccup, Astrid, and Snaketail flew swiftly around the island one after the other, with Astrid in the lead. However, Hiccup planned to remedy that by the time they had completed their two-lap race.<p>

Just for fun, they circled thrice around the peak of the mountain where the Meade Hall was located, then pealed away and flew right over the village. They were high up in the air, so high that the buildings below looked tiny, when Hiccup looked down in response to an unfamiliar flash of blue on the ground. He squinted, and saw several bushes adorned with stunning blue flowers growing in clusters around the plaza and its surrounding area.

"Look at those flowers," Hiccup murmured.

"What was that?" asked Snaketail, as she and Horrorcow increased their speed and flew up beside him.

"I said," he repeated, "look at those –"

But it was just then that Sightless reared back in flight and sneezed violently, virus flying from his jaws and from under his wings. Snaketail and Astrid, startled, wheeled their monsters away so they wouldn't be struck by the black fire. Hiccup cried out, startled, as the Gore Magala began flapping his wings erratically, spiraling down in flight and coming in for a hard landing on the ground in a cloud of dust and virus.

Hiccup was thrown off of his back in the impact. "Sightless, you okay?" he asked, jumping to his feet.

Sightless merely slumped to the ground and growled unhappily.

"Maybe he has the flu or something," the Haddock boy mused, worriedly.

"Does the unholy offspring of contagion and plague itself even _get_ sick?" Snaketail replied skeptically.

The Grundenson girl was about to dismount from the Grounder's neck when the dragon suddenly threw her head back and released an explosive sneeze that fired a bolt of fire into the air. Her rider screamed and fell off of her saddle, landing on her back with a grunt of pain.

"Whatever it is, she has it too," Astrid observed, patting Horrorcow's scales soothingly as the Grapple Grounder slumped to the ground miserably.

A loud roar was heard, and the trio looked up to witness a Monstrous Nightmare lurching through the air, blasts of flame issuing from its maw seemingly uncontrollably. The dragon subsequently crashed in a tangle of wings and talons and tail, breathing heavy, ragged breaths.

"And that guy," added Hiccup.

"What's going on?" Snaketail asked, dusting herself off. "Nothing like this has ever happened before."

"It's best we get Gobber to take a look at this," Astrid responded. "Come on, let's see if we can't lug Sightless and Horrorcow to Hiccup's house. I'll go get Gobber."

About an hour later, the two ailing reptiles were lying as comfortably as they possibly could on Hiccup's living room floor. They were both shivering uncontrollably with cold and looked like they had been on the receiving end of a Siren's song. Hiccup had moved them as best as he could to the heat of the fire blazing in the fire pit, trying to keep them warm.

Batwings had instantly scrambled up into the rafters upon seeing the sick monster and dragon. It was definite that he was thinking that if Horrorcow had gotten sick, then it could spread – and dragons never got sick. The flu was something he didn't want to experience.

Gobber was there as well, tending to a cauldron hanging over the fire. There was some kind of foul-smelling, green liquid bubbling away in there with an aroma that made Snaketail and Hiccup cover their noses by reflex.

"This should fix 'em right up!" the blacksmith said cheerfully, taking the cauldron off of the fire.

"What the Hel is that?" Hiccup asked him nasally.

"It's best not ta ask," Gobber warned, setting the pot down in front of the miserable bests. "But whatever ya do, don't –"

Horrorcow unleashed another sneeze, the resulting fire bolt causing the cauldron to explode and throw its scalding contents everywhere. Batwings hastened to avoid a huge puddle that splashed against the wooden beam beside him, while Snaketail and Hiccup dodged another spray by diving to the floor. Most of the liquid, though, got on Gobber's shirt and trousers.

"Well that's ruined," he muttered. "I'll never get that yak ta vomit again."

All of a sudden, there was a frantic banging that came from the door. Hiccup stepped over Sightless and answered it, finding it to be Astrid. She looked a bit bedraggled, as if she had run across the village in a hurry.

"Hiccup, you've got to see this," she panted. "At the plaza! It's the other monsters!"

Everyone was running outside in the blink of an eye, and they immediately witnessed chaos going on in the skies over Berk. Several flying monsters were lurching around in the sky like drunken seagulls, clearly not in control of their flight. Even more land-bound monsters were sprawled out across the village, with their worried Viking owners by their side.

Snotlout and Snotsnarl were tumbling across the sky until the Tigrex's claw caught one of the central torches and commenced spinning around like a top. Queen and King both spun wildly, glanced off the top of a house, and plummeted to the ground while taking their riders with them. Fishlegs screamed a long, high-pitched note as Heatray crashed into a house, causing the entire structure to collapse on top of him. Even Mocktalk was thrashing about, trying to stay airborne, but landed haphazardly on the grass with a hoarse squawk.

"Heeeeeeelp!" Arachne shrieked, sitting aboard Venomwing. The Remobra was whirling and spinning uncontrollably, much to the Philston girl's dismay. "I think she's sick! And I'm about to be…" she added, clamping a hand around her mouth and turning green.

The scene slowly wound down until all of the flying monsters were on the ground amongst their wingless brethren. The teenagers gathered around Hiccup, as disheveled as they were tired. But under their exhaustion, they were worried above all.

"It's spreading to all of the monsters," breathed Snaketail, face aghast with horror.

"Not even the dragons are safe," Hiccup said, grimly.

At that, Snotlout gasped. "So Hookfang might be getting sick right this minute!" he cried. The Jorgenson then tore off toward his house, screaming the Nightmare's name.

"I need to check on Stormfly too," Astrid hurriedly explained, and followed him.

Several moments of uncomfortable silence descended, so think that Hiccup could have cut it with a knife. Not even the twins, he noticed, were dumb enough to say something stupid at a time like this. The situation was far too tense, far too worrisome, to even consider it, and it kept them quiet.

_In other words, it's bad,_ Hiccup thought. _No, not bad – terrible._

"What can we do to fix this?" asked Arachne.

Gobber looked thoughtful for a minute, and then he suddenly brightened, getting an idea. "Goathi! She'll know what ta do!"

The Monster Riders, minus Snotlout and Astrid, gathered at Hiccup's house and waited for Gobber to show up with the elder. When they did appear, the silence seemed to only get thicker as Goathi hobbled into the dark room, her wizened face furrowing at the sight that greeted her.

She examined Sightless first, prying his mouth open to look inside. The Gore Magala was far too drowsy to put up any resistance, and let her go about her business. Goathi examined his wings and his tail before moving onto Horrorcow. Through the entire process, the teens stewed in their own worry and tried not to crack from suspense.

"I've heard Goathi can tell when you're going to die just by looking at your fingernails," shuddered Arachne, and Fishlegs abruptly hid his hands behind his back.

"That's jus' an old wives' tale," Gobber said dismissively. "She looks at yer tongue."

Fishlegs squeaked in terror and covered his mouth instead.

Overhearing their conversation, Goathi smiled thinly with amusement and moved away from her examination of the Grapple Grounder. Expression crinkling into one of deep thought, the elderly woman shook up a cluster of chicken bones in her frail hands and scattered them across the floor. She took exactly three minutes to decipher the pattern in which they fell, then retrieved her staff and began to etch symbols in the dirt-board that had been prepared for her.

"She says the monsters an' dragons are reactin' ta something," Gobber translated. "You know, like they're allergic."

"Allergic to what?" Hiccup asked, looking up from where he was comforting Sightless.

Gobber squinted for a good long while at the glyphs that Goathi continued to write and read slowly, "To a moose… wearin' boots! Shouldn't be too hard ta find."

Goathi whacked him across the head with her staff, scowling.

Rubbing his jaw, Gobber tried again. "Didn't think tha' was right… _ah_! They're allergic ta somethin' new that's just come to the island!" he said in realization, then whispered, "But I still think tha' looks like a moose."

Goathi whacked him again.

"There are a lot of new things on the island," Ruffnut said. "Trader Johann was just here."

The next message that Goathi wrote was short, but according to Gobber's serious expression, it told a lot. "She says ta get rid o' everything. Otherwise, things are just gonna get worse. The beasts are gonna get sicker."

There was an audible gulp that came from Batwings' perch. The Thorstons exchanged concerned glances. Hiccup patted Sightless as the monster let out a quiet moan. If Goathi was right, then they didn't have much choice.

If throwing their newly-obtained merchandise away would help the monsters, then it would have to do.

* * *

><p><strong>Berk Woods<strong>

In the middle of the woods, in a rather barren spot where not many trees grew, there was a pit. And it was in this pit that the entire Hooligan population turned up that afternoon to throw their new items away, the better to keep them away from their monster (or dragon) companions. Although the villagers were disappointed, they still loved the creatures enough to do whatever it took to help them.

Only a few hours had progressed since they first noticed the sickness, but it seemed to be spreading. On their way to the forest, Hiccup and the Monster Riders had seen more than a few monsters and even more dragons that had been proverbially brought to their knees by the terrible allergy. Yian Kut-Kus, Zinogres, Scauldrons, and even the already-infamously-lazy Hotburples were lying around all over the island, helpless as their bodies tried to fight off the crippling illness.

That was why the Riders needed to act fast. They couldn't afford for things to get any worse than they were.

"I know this is hard, guys," Hiccup assured the long line of Vikings, "but you're doing a good thing. This will help all the monsters."

Among the saddened Vikings disposing of their possessions was Snotlout, sniffling over his hand mirror. "Goodbye, beautiful," he choked, before throwing it in the pit with everything else.

"Whoa, are you _crying_?" asked Tuffnut, grinning his sadistic grin.

"N-No, it's just dust in my eye!" the arrogant Jorgenson denied. He wiped his eyes, muttering bitterly, "Stupid dust…"

Snaketail tossed a hairbrush in the pit, murmuring, "This was disappointing…"

"So long," Astrid said to her mace.

"What are you doing?" came Ruffnut's demanding voice. "Throw it in, Chicken-legs!"

Indeed, she was standing next to Fishlegs, tapping her foot impatiently as he furiously flipped through his little book. He protested, "This botany book is a real page-turner! I _have_ to know how it ends!"

With a grunt, Ruffnut tore the book from his grasp and flung it into the pit, while Fishlegs let out a sob as if he had just lost his best friend.

Hiccup suddenly caught sight of Gobber looking fidgety. A memory coming to his mind, he walked over to the burly Viking's side and said accusingly, "I don't see you throwing anything in, and I thought I saw you buy something from Johann."

"He did," Arachne piled on. "He bought some silk!"

Giving his mentor his hardest glare, Hiccup commanded warningly, "Hand it over, Gobber."

Now, he looked even more uncomfortable. "Uh, sorry. I can't do that, Hiccup. It's, uh, currently in use. It's me skivvies! And they're _gloooorious_."

Arachne was glaring by now in response to Gobber's look of bliss.

"Fine," the blacksmith conceded, losing the blissful expression. He walked behind a boulder, and two seconds later, a silken pair of purple underpants went flying out and into the pit. Gobber then trudged out, pulling up his pants and whistling a merry tune.

"I could have gone my entire life without seeing that," Hiccup gagged.

Arachne winced and nodded hastily in agreement.

* * *

><p><strong>Hiccup's House, Afternoon<strong>

The Chief-to-be woke up from his nap with a long, heavy yawn. Hiccup had slept well that afternoon – after all, he knew that Berk was now rid of everything that had come from Johann, and that things would start going back to normal. The monsters and dragons would surely be a little better now after a long day's sleep.

At least, he thought he knew that.

"Hey," Hiccup suggested to Sightless, who was resting on his rock slab, "why don't we go flying? Maybe it'll make you feel more like your old self."

The Gore Magala raised his head, and his maw twisted in an expression like he was about to be sick. He opened his jaws wide, and Hiccup had only just enough time to duck before he blasted the wall behind his rider with a sneeze.

Frowning, Hiccup left the monster alone to sleep some more. Walking down the stairs and into the living room, he passed a snoozing Batwings, curled up on his usual perch. Torch was sleeping just beneath him, only to be awoken when the Siren coughed raggedly for several seconds. Hiccup's frown deepened.

Hiccup decided to go to Astrid's house and see how she was faring. He found her outside near her shed, toiling under the orange sky in order to tend to Blackhawk and Stormfly – bird wyvern and dragon, both looking like Hel.

"Poor girls," Astrid was muttering when Hiccup got there. "Can't get comfortable, huh?"

She looked at the Haddock boy with sad eyes. He sighed, as there was nothing he could say to make the situation any better, and went to help her comfort Blackhawk, who was slumped in the shed with her ears a-drooping in despair.

But then, all of a sudden, a flurry of spines whistled through the air toward them, and the two teens only ducked under them in the nick of time. The yellow-and-blue spines instead hit the shed wall behind them. Wide-eyed at the close shave, they turned around in unison and met the tired eyes of a guilty-looking Stormfly.

"It's okay," Astrid told her. She patted the Nadder's nose horn and assured her, "I've been through hunter training before. Monsters have shot at me many times."

Stormfly let out a sad warble, not convinced.

The two Monster Riders decided to go see Fishlegs. They found him in his rather cramped room, made even more so thanks to the massive Gravios that was currently hunkered down on the floor. The Ingerman boy was sitting down, leaning against his monster's flank and massaging his feet.

"Once upon a time," he was telling, "there was a charming prince named Heatray. He was the most handsome monster in all the land. People, monsters, and dragons alike would come for miles to –"

It was then that Fishlegs noticed that his audience had just increased by two. He blushed and asked, "Could you not tell Snotlout that I tell stories to Heatray when he's not feeling well? I still have a few points in dignity left, thank you."

Hiccup was about to give his friend an affirmative reply, when there was a rumbling, slightly flatulent sound that shook the house's foundations. A huge cloud of white gas floated from underneath Heatray and slowly spread across the room, enveloping everything in its nauseating embrace. The flying wyvern growled self-consciously, flicking his tail and crushing a chair to splinters.

"I-It's okay!" Fishlegs told him. He held back a gag as he breathed in some of the sweet-smelling cloud. "It doesn't smell that bad! It's like… rose petals…"

Then the sedative effects of the Gravios gas took him, and he collapsed in a dead faint.

"Thank every god in Valhalla that the gas wasn't combustible," Hiccup grunted as he and Astrid pulled Fishlegs out of the house. The Hofferson didn't dare open her mouth just yet, and merely nodded.

Together, they dragged the husky Monster Rider across the village and to the Thorston's house. As it turns out, everyone had got the same idea, as all the Monster Riders besides Batwings were gathered there like vultures.

"We got rid of everything from Trader Johann," Arachne groused, sitting down on Fishlegs' belly. "But the monsters and dragons aren't getting better. They're getting worse!" Tears suddenly sprang to her eyes.

Snaketail was silent as she hugged her unmoving Black Diablos around the horn that remained. Hiccup gave them another, more studious glance – Twinhorn's scales had streaks of brown in them. It appeared that she was going back to normal after the surge of hormones that had driven her wild.

Then again, she wasn't exactly _normal_, not with the strange sickness pervading the island.

"L-Let's make a list," Hiccup thought aloud, nervously counting on his fingers. "Maybe there's someone on the island who bought something from Johann and hasn't thrown it into the pit yet."

Snotlout stamped his foot and clenched his fists. "If I find out whose holding back," he seethed, "I'm going to be _so_ mad! Snotsnarl was so sick last night, I spent hours scraping Tigrex barf off the walls! And don't even get me _started_ on Hookfang!"

"Yeah?" said Tuffnut bluntly. "Well, ours are dead!"

Astrid's hands flew to her mouth, and Arachne gasped loudly. Snaketail, Hiccup, and even Snotlout looked beyond horrified.

"Nah, just kidding," Tuffnut amended. "But they really aren't any fun anymore." He pointed to a motionless King and Queen, who were curled up together in the Thorstons' shed.

"They just sit there," complained Ruffnut. "They won't blow anything up!"

There was a sudden bellow that pealed across the otherwise grimly-silent sky, stopping Astrid from lunging forward and pounding Tuff for his insensitive remark, and a pair of winged creatures descended upon the plaza. It was none other than Needlenose, Thornado, and Stoick.

"Son!" the Chief called, climbing down from Needlenose's back. "Put this in the Book of Monsters – 'Never fly on a stomach full of undercooked mutton.' The Shivering Shores will never be the same."

The Viking, monster, and dragon came over to where the teens were gathered. Hiccup's first impulse was to push Thornado and Needlenose away, but he realized that it was pointless. The Thunderdrum and Anorupatisu would catch the sickness eventually.

"What is it, Hiccup?" asked Stoick, taking note of the tormented monsters and their distraught riders. "What's wrong with everyone? They look worse than the Scauldrons resting on Thor's Beach."

"It spread all the way to Thor's Beach?" gasped Snaketail.

Sadly, Hiccup informed his father, "It's the monsters, Dad. They're sick, and getting worse. Even the dragons are starting to fall ill."

His mouth only tightened, and a hard lump formed in his throat, when Astrid clutched his hand tightly.

"Every monster?" Stoick repeated. "And every dragon?"

"Well, every monster and almost every dragon," corrected Tuff. "Batwings and Torch and Mocktalk are all fine."

"Is it Sightless' virus?" wondered Stoick, a note of concern present in his voice. "Is it the eel pox?"

Hiccup never had the chance to answer, as Gobber suddenly ran over as best as he could with his peg leg, gasping for breath. "Stoick!" he shouted as soon as he got close.

"Gobber!" replied Stoick, helping him over. After the blacksmith had caught his breath, he pressed, "What's the cause of your urgency?"

"Ya see," Gobber replied tentatively, "yeh might wanna take a look at what's goin' on at the house an' take care of it before it bursts into flames."

The elder and junior Haddocks shared a panicked look before rushing off toward their house, leaving some troubled and vaguely disturbed Monster Riders behind.

* * *

><p><strong>Hmm… just what are the Riders going to do? Scauldron venom is out of the question – all the Scauldrons are sick too! Is there any other dragon or monster that they can turn to for help?<strong>

**See you soon for the next part, readers! In the meantime, please drop a review. Nothing means more to me than your thoughts.**
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_**Chapter 12**_

_**Dragon Flower Part 2**_

* * *

><p><strong>Hiccup's House<strong>

The Haddocks entered the dim room, practically kicking the door down in their haste to see what Gobber had urged them to investigate. After the blacksmith had casually stated, "_Yeh might wanna take a look at what's goin' on at the house an' take care of it before it bursts into flames,_" they were in an understandable panic.

But what they saw was unexpected enough to freeze them in their tracks.

Batwings was hanging from the rafters with what looked like the last of his strength, weakly digging his talons into the wood in a desperate attempt to hold on and not fall. Below him, Mocktalk and Torch were both sprawled out on the floor, and the Qurupeco's extremely-flammable mucus covered the floor as if the bird wyvern had eaten something that didn't agree with him. All three of them had deathly-pale faces and heavy-lidded eyes, making it clear that they were beginning to succumb to the terrible illness that plagued Berk.

At the sight of Stoick and Hiccup, Batwings held out a quivering hand, but dropped from his perch and onto Torch's back. The Typhoomerang opened his mouth and let out a colossal sneeze, which ignited Mocktalk's mucus and sent the entire floor up in flames.

Hiccup felt just as sick as the Siren, Qurupeco, and Typhoomerang were, staring numbly at them as Stoick hastily put the fire out with several buckets of water. Gobber pushed his way through the door behind him and gently led Batwings out of the house, and Mocktalk and Torch trudged out of the room, loyally following their rider, exhaustedly.

_What can we do?_ the Haddock boy thought, but no ideas sprang to his mind.

Stoick asked to see Sightless, and Hiccup took him to his room. The Gore Magala hadn't budged an inch since Hiccup had left him there that afternoon, and was now snoring away. In an unusual moment of tender sympathy, Stoick crouched over the monster and patted his insect-like carapace.

"Poor guy," his father muttered. "What do you think happened?"

"I don't know," Hiccup stammered. He nervously wrung his hands and went on, "Goathi says that they're allergic to something new to the island, but we think we've gotten rid of everything already!"

Mulling that over, Stoick said musingly, "Well, if the monsters aren't getting any better…"

"… then there must be something still out there that's making them sick," finished Hiccup. The Chief-to-be was close to a breakdown, with too many unanswerable questions flying around in his head.

_What have we missed? What more can we do to help the monsters and the dragons survive?_

Unfortunately, he couldn't voice any of his worry, because at that moment, a terrible roar echoed from outside. It provoked an immediate reaction from father and son, who simultaneously asked, "Thornado?!"

They rushed out the door and into the chilly night air. The sun had set, and the stars were out. But sadly, they didn't have the time or the patience to be admiring the lovely view. Instead, they raced toward the back of the house, where Stoick had left Needlenose and Thornado. The Anorupatisu and Thunderdrum were lying on the ground tiredly, and practically the instant the two Vikings rushed to their side, Needlenose let out a sneeze of frigid mist that painted Hiccup's hair glittering white with frost. Thornado followed suit, and his sneeze sounded more like an explosion that made the entire house creak.

"Sneezing," said Hiccup, grimly. "That's the first symptom."

"But they were fine when we got back!" Stoick protested helplessly. He was completely befuddled in this situation, and didn't know what to do – which wasn't something that a Chief liked to feel.

"Maybe you should retrace your steps," advised Hiccup.

Stoick did just that, and led his son on a short journey that ended at a spot near the plaza. The Berk Monster Riders, minus Arachne (whom had likely been called to bed), were waiting for them, and rushed to offer any assistance that they could.

"Well, this is where Needlenose and I landed," Stoick informed them.

"Alright," announced Hiccup, "keep an eye out for anything out of the ordinary."

Everyone gazed around the village for many long seconds.

Fishlegs was the first to speak up. "How's that for unusual?" he asked, pointing.

In that direction were the twins, who were crouched on all fours. At Tuff's count of three, they leapt at each other and clashed helmets, the recoil throwing them back onto their rears.

"I'm seeing stars," Ruff muttered.

"No way, me too!" exclaimed Tuff.

"No, nothing unusual there," huffed Snaketail, rolling her eyes exaggeratedly.

But then, Hiccup's eyes and ears were drawn to a sudden noise over in the near distance. Beyond the Thorston twins, a small Terrible Terror was sniffing inquisitively at a cluster of bushes decorated with blue flowers. Calling for his friends to follow them, Hiccup led them over to investigate the strange plant, whose leaves were broad and whose flowers were blue and purple-rimmed. Besides being a distinctive color, each flower's petals numbered five in total.

"Does anyone recall seeing his flower here before?" asked Hiccup. He picked one of the flowers and held it up for all to see.

Enthusiastically, Fishlegs hopped up and down with a hand raised above his head. "Ooh, ooh! It looks an awful lot like a Blue Oleander. I recognize the size and petal design from my botany book, chapter eight. Its aroma is supposed to have a plus four in sweetness and –"

Hiccup swiftly cut him off before he could go off on another of his tangents. The junior Haddock questioned, "Do you remember anything specific about it?"

After a moment of thought, a frightened expression crawled across Fishlegs' face. "Only that they're poisonous to reptiles," he gulped. "Which means poisonous to dragons!"

"And the majority of monsters," Astrid breathed, the sheer horror of it all striking her. "Almost all monsters are reptiles!"

"Yeah?" challenged Ruffnut. "What about that guy?" She pointed to an ill Volvidon that was lying on its back near the edge of the plaza.

"It's a reptile in disguise," replied Snotlout.

"Yes, Lout," Hiccup drawled irritably. "It's a reptile in disguise, not a mammal at all."

The Jorgenson mouthed the phrase, "Nailed it," to Astrid, who scoffed and punched him in the gut.

"This is serious!" wailed Snaketail. "Legs, does your book say _anything_ about a cure?"

In an unusually sour voice, Fishlegs replied, "I don't know, because somebody made me throw it into a pit and –"

"_Then you'd better go dig it up again!_" snapped Hiccup, raising his voice to a near yell. It was clear that he had reached the end of his patience, so Fishlegs ran off for his book without any protest.

"I don't understand," Snotlout muttered in a complaining way. "Where did these Blue Ole-whatevers come from? Flowers don't just _grow_ out of the _ground_!"

"Really, Snotlout?" Astrid sighed. She then added, "But he has a point. Where did the flowers spring up from?"

There was immediate silence. Not even Stoick had noticed when or where, exactly, the flowers had appeared from.

Then…

"Mildew?"

The speaker was Tuffnut, and everyone turned to look at him in bewilderment. He nonchalantly explained, "I saw him plant them the other night."

"And you didn't think that was strange?" Astrid questioned of him, narrowing her eyes. Her pale skin against the shadows left under her eyes made her face unusually threatening – well, more threatening than usual.

"No!" Tuff shot back, then reconsidered. "Yes. Well… maybe. _I don't know, quit pressuring me!_" he added in a shout, turning away uncomfortably.

All of a sudden, a distant sneeze from Thornado shook leaves from the Blue Oleander bushes. The noise seemed to spur Stoick into action.

"Then let's go pay the old man a visit, shall we?" the Chief suggested.

His voice suggested that it wouldn't be a pleasant one – for Mildew, at least.

* * *

><p><strong>Mildew's House<strong>

Hiccup, his father, and Astrid trekked all the way up the mountain to where Mildew's cabbage farm was situated. Upon knocking and entering, they found him sulking over his foul-smelling dinner while Fungus scuttled around restlessly.

After they interrogated him, however, he became defensive. "So what if I planted a few flowers? The town square's never looked better. I was merely trying to spread cheer and happiness!"

Astrid glared at him and demanded, "Since when do you care about happiness?"

"You did this," Hiccup accused him angrily.

"And what, exactly, did I do?" protested Mildew. "I wasn't aware that it was a crime to do a bit of gardening around the –"

"The monsters and dragons are gravely ill because of those flowers," Stoick told him, sternly. "Batwings – a civilized person – is dying alongside them. Most of the villagers are heartsick over it."

Mildew looked away sadly. "I see…" he murmured.

"I repeat, you did this," Hiccup, indeed, repeated. "You planted the flowers, knowing that it would only be a matter of time before the monsters were gone."

"Wha…?" stammered Mildew, suddenly defensive again. Hurt, he explained, "I had no inkling, Hiccup, that these flowers had special properties. Now, it's no secret that I'm not exactly a friend of the monsters, or the dragons for that matter… but on my life, I was not trying to harm them."

That was enough for Stoick. He couldn't do anything without solid proof, so there was no reason for him to continue the conflict. "Let's go, kids," he prompted them.

Together, they exited the small dwelling, closing the door after them and leaving behind a smugly satisfied Mildew.

"Oh, the poor, poor monsters," he chuckled. "And this time, that dratted Siren can't mess anything up! I think we're in the clear, Fungus."

Little did he know…

* * *

><p><strong>Gobber's Forge<strong>

The group rendezvoused at the forge. Hiccup and Astrid returned alongside Stoick at the same time Fishlegs came back from his search in the woods. They all watched him rush down the stairs leading down to the plaza, quick despite his large figure, with his small book in hand. He paused in front of the expectant Monster Riders, panting and trying to catch his breath. He looked close to tears.

"What does the book say?" Snaketail demanded of him.

"It says that the Blue Oleander is poisonous to reptiles," the pudgy teenager gulped, "and most monsters are reptiles!"

Hiccup threw his hands up in the air, such was his impatience. "We know, Legs! Is there anything else?"

Fishlegs was hyperventilating, but doing his best to calm down. Closing the book, he responded, "Not in here…"

He pulled out the Book of Monsters from under his arm and flipped through its pages, continuing, "But the Book of Monsters mentions a dragon that feeds on the Blue Oleander to supply its venom. It's called the Puff Nadder!"

Taking the book upon having it offered to him, Hiccup stared at the illustration of the dragon in question. The Puff Nadder looked a lot like a Deadly Nadder, only with fins instead of horns and tail flaps similar to a Night Fury's instead of poisonous spines. The book described its skin as being smooth and slimy and its narrow wings as being perfect for a lifestyle of soaring over savage seas. All in all, it was a freakishly grotesque dragon, despite being classified in the Sharp class.

When Hiccup gave the book back, Fishlegs seemed to sadden. "In a perfect world," he despaired, "we could find a large sea monster and use it to locate the Puff Nadder, because it follows fish-eating monsters in order to scavenge their scraps. But alas… we do not live in a perfect world."

Snotlout ripped the book out of Legs' hands and read over the pages. Raising his eyebrows, he commented, "Okay, that's just dumb. It says there aren't any sea monsters that swim close enough to the surface for the Puff Nadder to follow. Selfish monsters, hogging all the fish to themselves!"

"No sea monsters!" squeaked Fishlegs, grabbing Snaketail by the shoulders and shaking her. "_No sea monsters!_"

"Alright, I get it!" she shouted, pushing him away hostilely. "No sea monsters! Gods, write it on your forehead if it helps you remember!"

But then, there was a sudden, familiar voice that boomed out from the forge.

"Tha' book is wrong!" yelled Gobber as he emerged from his smithy. "I've dealt with Puff Nadders before. They always follow the Lagiacrus, fifty feet long with crocodile-like jaws! They shoot blazin' electricity ta scorch the flesh off yer bones! The Lagiacrus doesn't show mercy, doesn't take prisoners – but what it _does_ do is leave plenty o' fish behind fer scavengers! Lots of 'em!"

Stunned silence ensued.

"I'm out," Tuff insisted resignedly.

"I'm with him," Ruff added, skulking away with her brother.

Hiccup nodded approval. "All of you, stay here and take care of the monsters. Tail," he added to Snaketail, "I'm going to need you to check up on Batwings and Mocktalk periodically to make sure they don't set the house on fire."

The Grundenson girl gave him a thumbs-up.

"What are you going to do?" wondered Arachne, tremulously.

Instead of answering her directly, Hiccup turned around and said, strong with determination, "Dad, Gobber, get a boat ready. We're going out to sea to find a Lagiacrus and lure out a Puff Nadder so we can use its venom."

Stoick gave his son a single nod of approval, while Gobber simply grinned and replied, "Aye, I'd thought yeh'd never ask!"

* * *

><p><strong>Open Ocean<strong>

Boy, was Mildew surprised to learn that he was going to be weeding Berk and then coming along on Hiccup's fishing trip. He was there with the boy, Stoick, Gobber, and a fisherman named Sven aboard a large boat loaded with fish and Blue Oleander flowers. They were all alone in the big, wide, silent ocean.

Unfortunately, such wide spaces meant unlimited room for their quarry to roam and endless escape routes for it to flee in. And Mildew's usual sour attitude wasn't helping things.

"This is an outrage!" he was yelling angrily. "I dug up the flowers! I did my part!"

But Stoick wouldn't let it go. "We're here because of you! If we have to put our lives at risk, then so do you."

"You have no proof!" the old man snarled. However, the Chief's heated glare chased him reluctantly away to the other side of the boat, where he commenced growling in his throat and muttering to himself.

Hiccup paid no attention to him, instead focusing on the multitude of agonized monsters and dragons lying around his house, depending on him. All of them – Needlenose, Batwings, Torch, Mocktalk, Thornado, and Sightless most of all – were on the brink. Their very lives hung in the balance, and if Hiccup couldn't get that Nadder venom, then they were all finished.

_We're going to get the cure,_ he said to himself, looking to the stars as if they were his ailing friends. _We'll find the Lagiacrus, lure in a Puff Nadder, and get its venom. Just hang in there._

"Alrighty!" Gobber said merrily. "What's the plan?"

Grabbing a large glass jar, Stoick turned to Hiccup and the blacksmith before explaining the procedure. "Gobber, when you and I secure the Lagiacrus' head, Sven will wedge its jaw open to stop it from attacking. When the Puff Nadder comes to eat the flowers, we'll need Hiccup to –"

"Gather its poison into the jar when it becomes agitated enough to spit," Hiccup finished. "Got it."

The Haddock boy rushed to the edge of the boat, dragging a sack full of fish with him. "We're going to need to attract the Lagiacrus to us with these fish. Hopefully, a Puff Nadder will be following in its wake, and will come as well. Then we can scatter the flowers around and use them to feed the dragon, getting it to produce the poison we need."

Reaching into the sack, Hiccup pulled out a huge cod and dumped it over the edge of the boat with a loud splash. It disappeared for a moment before floating belly-up on the surface. A few minutes passed before he threw another overboard. Being a fairly good fisherman (if he did say so himself), he knew that potentially, it could take hours to lure a passing leviathan to the boat. Additionally, there was no guarantee that they'd end up luring more seagoing monsters as well.

The hours crawled by with no activity. One sack of fish was empty, and another was half full. Hiccup was starting to lose hope that they would ever find the monster they searched for in the vastness of the sea.

"I knew this would never work!" complained Mildew. "This was a stupid idea to begin with!"

Sensing Hiccup's slowly-building anger of the contemptible old man, Stoick laid a hand on his son's shoulder and reminded him, "He's not why we're here, Hiccup."

"But tha' is," Gobber said, pointing to the water. "A Lagiacrus…"

The boat dipped slightly as everyone rushed to look over the side. Hiccup didn't know about anyone else, but his stomach did a backflip at what he saw – a huge, azure, serpentine shape swimming just below the boat, its body considerably larger than the ship. It was only faintly visible due to the dullness of its scales and the darkness of the water, and soon disappeared from view. But one glimpse was all it took to send a wave of fear among the passengers.

The leviathan's tail broke the surface just behind the surface with a rippling sound, but had gone by the time the Vikings turned around. Then, three seconds later, its crocodile-like head and lengthy neck appeared just above the waves with a soft snarl.

"I may need to change me skivvies again," Gobber said, nervously.

"Oh, why did I agree to this…?" added Mildew, shrinking away.

Snatching a basket of flowers, Hiccup rushed around the deck and scattered the cerulean petals everywhere. "We need to lure it on deck!" he cried, pausing to throw a few more fish into the water.

"Secure its neck with this, Gobber!" ordered Stoick, tossing him a length of strong rope. "I'll lasso the horns!" Armed with their tough ropes, the Vikings rushed to the bow of the ship, ready for combat.

But what they _weren't _ready for was for the Lagiacrus to suddenly vanish.

A solid minute went by before Gobber asked the obvious. "Where'd it go?" he wondered aloud, only to get the distant call of a seagull as his reply.

Just then, the waves erupted about a hundred yards from the ship. It was the blue back of the Lagiacrus, with its dull red dorsal spines rising up above the water. The monster threw up a huge spray of seawater as it barreled towards them, its intentions clearer than crystal.

"Look out!" cried Hiccup, just before it submerged.

The ship was literally thrown into the air a surprisingly long distance when the Lagiacrus tackled it. Then it landed with a mighty crash, waves lashing at the sides forcefully enough to make the boat shake from side to side. All five of them were thrown to the deck upon impact.

Hiccup picked himself up painfully, just in time to see a long, snake-like neck rising up from the water. Beady eyes peered at a downed Mildew, and armored jaws opened to reveal thin, needle-sharp teeth. The Lagiacrus let out a roar, and he screamed with utmost terror.

It rose higher out of the water, grabbing hold of the boat with its stubby forelimbs, claws digging into the wood. Its weight caused the boat to tip dangerously, and everyone rapidly started to lose their balance as the incline continued to steepen.

"Gotcha!" claimed Gobber, holding onto the stern with his hook and snagging Hiccup's hand with his own, preventing the boy from falling. As their feet suddenly began to dangle underneath them, they saw Mildew clinging to the mast in fear of sliding into the Lagiacrus' reach.

With the Vikings helpless, the Lagiacrus huffed in satisfaction and bent its head down to eat, snapping up the fish that were lying around on deck.

"Now's our chance!" Stoick shouted, holding his length of rope at the ready.

He and Gobber slid down to meet the beast, and Hiccup hastened to grab the side of the boat so he wouldn't follow them. The Chief and his aide threw their ropes and ended up snagging its neck and horns, forcing it down toward the deck. The leviathan let out a roar and fought against their might, its body slipping down into the water again and taking its weight off of the ship. The vessel righted itself again.

Just as Hiccup stood up straight again, retrieving the glass jar that he had dropped when the Lagiacrus attacked. Then a dark shape fell across the boat, and when Hiccup glanced up toward the mast in alarm, his gaze met a pair of poisonous yellow eyes.

The Puff Nadder had come! The dragon squawked gutturally as it shuffled sideways down the mast, its claws grabbing the wood tightly to prevent it from falling and its yellow wings stretched wide for balance. Its forked tongue ran over its teeth with relish when it saw the Blue Oleander flowers, and it lunged at them in a bird-like manner, gobbling up the delicious plants.

The Lagiacrus temporarily overpowered Stoick and Gobber. It took the opportunity to retreat back into the water, but the two Vikings clutched their ropes more firmly and pulled it slowly back on deck. Next to helpless, the Lagiacrus' head and neck dragged across the wood despite its struggles.

"Hang on," Gobber said suddenly, noticing something off. "Is it jus' me, or is the beastie –"

"Sven, we need that barrel now!" ordered Stoick.

The Viking rushed over with a barrel held over his head, ready to throw it into the Lagiacrus' snapping jaws.

"I've got the jar!" called Hiccup, sparing the Puff Nadder a glance as it finished off the rest of the flowers.

"Be careful, son!" Stoick yelled. "You don't want to breathe in any of its venom!"

His son rolled his eyes and shot back, "Yes I _know_, Dad! I'll be dead in twenty-four hours!"

The azure leviathan suddenly broke free of its bonds and roared loudly, opening its maw wide. Sven threw the barrel into its mouth, cutting off the sound. The Lagiacrus hissed with annoyance as it whipped its head back and forth, trying to dislodge the barrel.

"Aha!" Sven exclaimed, triumphantly.

And then there was the sound of wood shattering as the Lagiacrus closed its jaws and crushed the barrel with minimal effort. But as it did so, it let out a pained roar and swung its head back, directing its rage toward the sky.

"Stoick!" hollered Gobber. "Tha' monster has a –"

Then, with a rush of water, the Lagiacrus' finned tail swooped down from out of the sea and swatted Sven away. He flew a surprising distance before landing with a huge splash. Distracted by the spectacle, Hiccup didn't see the tail rising up again, this time from behind him.

"Watch out!" cried Stoick.

Letting go of his lasso, he threw himself forward and pushed Hiccup aside. The next instant, the Lagiacrus' tail smashed down on top of him, but unlike Sven, he hung on with an iron grip. Noticing this, the sea monster roared again and furiously lashed its tail in an effort to get him off.

The repeated impacts of the tail against the boat were making the Puff Nadder grow increasingly agitated. It turned toward to Hiccup, who was closest to it, and a low croak began to build in its throat. Hiccup swiftly hopped to his feet and grabbed his jar, ready to harvest its poison. The Nadder's throat sac inflated and colored a dark purple while its eyes rolled back in its head and its frog-like rumble reached its climax.

Hiccup had barely enough time to take a deep breath and hold it before the Puff Nadder attacked, opening its mouth and releasing a broad stream of poisonous gas that spread around the boat. The billowing cloud enveloped the Haddock boy before he even knew it and, eyes watering, he dove in and scooped some gas into his jar. When the Nadder's stream of gas ceased to flow from its mouth, the large curtain of toxic fog rapidly faded into mere wisps.

Gobber was adamant as he tried again to say what he wanted. "Hiccup!" he told the boy, who was still a little shaken from the dragon's attack. "Tha' Lagiacrus has a bad tooth! If I can't get rid o' it, it'll tear the boat ta pieces!"

Understanding immediately, Hiccup nodded and glanced frightfully back at the Puff Nadder as it let out a hoarse screech. But the dragon was only flying away, having had enough for one night. It soon vanished into the night sky.

Unperturbed by the Puff Nadder's venom, a few curling strings of which still floated persistently around the ship, Stoick and the Lagiacrus continued their fight. The Chief had heard Gobber's shout and now knew why it was so aggressive, and decided in the back of his mind that the blacksmith's plan was a good one. Still hanging stubbornly onto the leviathan's tail, he tightened his grip as much as he was able, and when it brought its tail up to the mast in its endeavors to fling him away, he grabbed the wood and effectively trapped its tail.

"I got the tail!" he shouted down. "Use the mast to wedge its jaw open!"

Pocketing the jar of Nadder poison, Hiccup grabbed the lasso that still dangled from the suffering Lagiacrus' horns and pulled with all his strength. Gobber ran to help him, and soon, they had pulled its head and neck back onto the deck, using the mast to prop its wide jaws open. Hiccup could now see that, indeed, one of its fangs was rotten.

Mildew, who was still cowering near the mast, froze with fear upon seeing the Lagiacrus' sharp teeth appear on either side of him, futilely trying to bite through the mast.

"Yank its tooth out!" Gobber urged him. "He'll leave us alone if we help him!"

"Hold on!" retorted Mildew. "It's one thing to –"

"Do as Gobber says," Stoick thundered from above them, "or I'll throw you overboard myself!"

Suddenly, as Mildew gingerly reached his thin hands toward the Lagiacrus' mouth, bright blue sparks started to dance from the back of its throat and jump across its teeth. The old man yanked his hand back, knowing full well what the monster was about to do.

"Take cover!" yelled Gobber, letting go of his rope and jumping behind a stray shield. Hiccup rushed behind it as well, and Gobber helped hide the Chief-to-be between it and himself. Mildew followed their lead by scurrying underneath an empty crate…

… Just as the Lagiacrus let out a mighty bellow and released a huge charge of electricity from its mouth. The lightning bolts flashed from its mouth and skittered across the deck, but the wooden shield that Gobber and Hiccup had defensively put up in front of them managed to block the deadly charge.

However, the electricity ran underneath Mildew's crate and badly stung the old man in the backside. He let out a howl of pain as he rushed out from his hiding place and ran across the boat, screaming like a lunatic.

But now the Lagiacrus was free, and its yellow eyes, burning brightly and hatefully in the dark, took note of the terrified Mildew immediately. Its snaky neck lunged out from the water, over the side of the boat, and directly at Mildew. There was a searing yell of pain as the Lagiacrus sank its fangs into his rear. Blood dripped down onto the ship – but not just Mildew's.

The Lagiacrus released a terrible roar that blasted through the ears of everyone who listened, blood streaming from its mouth as its bad tooth ripped itself from its socket. Its cry of fury petered down to a low moan as it dove back into the ocean, in great pain but angry no longer.

Things were quiet once again as the sea monster swam away.

"Yeh can bet the last place it's comin' back to is this ship," Gobber said, breaking the silence.

"We got the poison, at least," replied Hiccup. He patted his jacket, noticing with elation that the jar of Nadder venom was still there.

"But we didn't get the beast's tooth out," added Stoick, a mite sadly as he and a sopping-wet Sven joined them.

Then, a sudden, strangled yell from Mildew broke them out of their thoughts. The four of them grinned in unison as they saw the old man slumped on the deck, with a sharp tooth sticking up from his rear end.

"Get that monster's tooth outta me!" Mildew wailed.

"Ohhhh, we will," assured Gobber. Giving Hiccup and Stoick a knowing wink, he limped over to drag Mildew to his feet. "An' stop yer whinin', it's givin' me the willies."

* * *

><p><strong>Gobber's Forge<strong>

Hiccup was instantly met with the anxious faces of his friends when the boat pulled into the harbor a few hours later. Their expressions changed to ones of great relief and joy as he produced the poison-filled jar, before it was carried off by Gobber so he could mix up an antidote.

While they waited, the Monster Riders contented themselves with waiting outside the forge for Gobber to finish. Not only did he have a medicine to concoct, but he also had a tooth to extract from a certain cranky Viking.

Arachne wasn't there – Hiccup assumed she had already gone off to bed already. _I'll have to tell her about it in the morning, then, _he decided, making a mental note.

"Can you believe we're just standing around waiting for something to come out of Mildew's butt?" asked Tuffnut, beside himself with mischievous excitement.

Said man's quavering voice suddenly came from inside the forge – "I-Isn't there something a bit smaller you could use?"

"Probably," was Gobber's reply.

The night air was subsequently punctuated by Mildew's scream.

"That's the sound of our monsters getting better," smirked Astrid, giving Hiccup a light punch to the shoulder.

"How could the monsters get better from listening to Mildew cry like a baby?" snorted Snotlout.

"Maybe it'd make them happier," suggested Snaketail. The statement prompted nods of agreement all around from the other Monster Riders.

A half hour later, Gobber came hobbling out of the forge with a strange, purplish potion in a large bucket securely covered by a hastily-made wooden lid. His disgusted expression said it all.

But he explained it away nonetheless. "I watched a Garuga's spine slice through a grown man's eyeball like a grape," he whimpered. "I watched me own hand get devoured by a Brute Tigrex. But never have I ever seen anythin' as disturbing as tha' old man's bare behind!"

He handed Hiccup the bucket. "Here, take this to yer monsters. Give it ta the dragons as well. I'm goin' into the forest ta scream…"

"Way to take one for the team, Gobber!" called Hiccup to the blacksmith's retreating back.

True to Gobber's word, a horrified scream rang out across the island as Hiccup and his friends sought out all the sick monsters and dragons that they could. As it turned out, only a few drops per patient was necessary – those who were treated perked up almost immediately upon having the drops splashed into their mouths. One by one, the amount of Monster Riders diminished as they stayed behind at their houses to look after their monsters.

Finally, Hiccup carried the now-very-light bucket up to his house, and administered the last bit of potion to Sightless, Thornado, Torch, Needlenose, Mocktalk, and Batwings.

He heard Stoick coming through the door just as he was giving the last of the medicine to a tired Sightless. The boy said soothingly, "Relax, Dad. It's going to be alright. Just give it some more time."

His father walked outside again to check on his Thunderdrum and Anorupatisu. And almost the very moment he was gone, Sightless stretched exhaustedly and seemed to wake up. The Gore Magala concentrated his eyeless gaze on Hiccup and growled happily.

"Sightless!" the junior Haddock enthused, and embraced the Gore Magala around the neck.

Only a minute had passed when Sightless was feeling fit enough to walk. Hiccup led his monster companion outside and around the house, where Stoick was currently bent over Thornado.

"Dad," Hiccup spoke up, prompting him to turn. "They're coming around!"

Soon, Needlenose was standing up shakily, and Thornado yawned a deafening yawn that blew Stoick's helmet off of his head. But he didn't care. Instead, he puffed with pride and claimed, "_That's_ my dragon warrior!"

And then came what Hiccup had been subconsciously wondering if he would hear or not…

"Mocktalk, Mocktalk, oi oi oi!" warbled Mocktalk, shooting into the air from behind the house. There was laughter, and Batwings and Torch followed the Qurupeco into the dark sky to celebrate.

Soon, there were monsters romping around Berk once more.

Seeing their dragon and monster friends up and at 'em, without any traces of the flower-borne illness that had previously plagued them, Hiccup and Stoick exchanged grins.

Things were looking up.

* * *

><p><em>A deadly flower, a venomous sea dragon, an electric leviathan, and Mildew's butt. Four things I never thought I'd have to deal with in the same night.<em>

_But I'd do anything for my monster – and I'm willing to bet he'd do the same for me._

* * *

><p><strong>Alright, that's the ninth "Riders of Berk" episode done! As always, it was a fun one to write. I even included a little bit more classic Mocktalk humor, as well as some SnotloutThorston stupidity just for kicks.**

**Soon, I'll be publishing two of my favorite episodes! I hope I can make them more interesting with my Monster Hunter-related twists.**

**Review please, and see you shortly!**

**Next time: Heather Report**
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_**Chapter 13**_

_**Heather Report Part 1**_

* * *

><p><em>Trust is everything to a Viking. Without a person you can trust, your life seems meaningless. But when you get a chance to prove your own trustworthiness, you feel… good.<em>

_Batwings always knows when he can trust someone and when he can't. However, not even a Siren can be right all the time._

* * *

><p><strong>Berk Monster Academy, Late Afternoon<strong>

Everyone could tell that a certain Siren had fully recovered from his Oleander-induced illness when he started dropping dead every day around sundown. Now that Batwings' usual sleeping pattern was restored to normal, the rest of the Monster Riders could stop worrying about him and let him snooze (mostly) to his heart's content.

_Mostly_ was the key word there, because he sat up with a quiet groan when a black shape whistled through the sky above the Academy.

"You have got to be kidding me," Batwings muttered. "Fishlegs, how long are these 'time trials' of yours going to go on for?"

The boy his annoyance was directed at ignored him and continued to draw marks on his sundial every few seconds, keeping track of time. The 'time trials' that he referred to were basically a way for the gang to see how fast their monsters could fly when compared to the others. Someone would count the minutes and seconds while someone else took their monster on a flight around Berk, doing one complete lap before returning to the Berk Monster Academy. Right now, it was Hiccup's turn, and he and Sightless had just taken off for their turn.

The time trials were just as much a competition against the other riders as it was a competition against one's own self. Everyone was eager to see if they could beat their own records.

"Oh, stop being such a baby, Wings," sneered Snaketail, who was polishing Twinhorn's horn with a rag. "Go sleep at Hiccup's place if you need rest so badly."

"Not nice, Snaketail!" Mocktalk reprimanded her. He was curled up on the ground alongside his draconic rider, sleepy-eyed but still ready to belt out a quick remark if the situation called for it.

Suddenly, a Gore Magala tore past the open gate and landed on the floor of the arena, breathing hard after his flight. Hiccup hopped off of the monster's back and turned to Fishlegs without missing a beat. "So, how'd Sightless and I do?"

"New course record!" the pudgy monster enthusiast exclaimed, shivering visibly with excitement. "Technically, you're still the fastest at" – he quickly checked the sundial – "five minutes and ten seconds. But someone, and I won't mention who, is gaining significant ground."

Hiccup glanced at the twins, whose Lunastra and Teostra were roughhousing at the back of the arena.

"Don't look at us!" yelled Tuffnut. He was fearfully clutching King's horns and trying not to be thrown off as the elder dragon wrestled with his sister.

"Snotlout!" called Fishlegs, wiping the sundial clean. "Everything's ready! It's your turn for a time trial."

"Finally!" Lout yelled. He scrambled aboard Snotsnarl, and the Tigrex leapt into the air with an abrupt burst of speed that almost caused the narcissistic Jorgenson to fall off. An ever-fading cry of "Snotlout, Snotlout, oi oi oi!" rang into the orange sky as they flew away.

When Hiccup glanced over in Arachne's direction, though, she met his gaze with a smug smirk. Venomwing copied her rider's expression, shooting the Haddock boy a fang-filled smirk of her own.

_You've got to be kidding me,_ Hiccup muttered inwardly.

"How is that possible?" he asked out loud. "How can Sightless be getting slower?"

Astrid looked his way and grinned, replying, "He's not. Venomwing is getting _faster_."

Looking to Arachne for an explanation, Hiccup folded his arms and arched a skeptical eyebrow at her, a bemused smile stretching across his face. "Is that so? Anything you'd like to share with your peers, Arachne?"

The little Philston girl merely widened her grin and idly scratched under her Remobra's jaw. "All I'm gonna say is that I've been experimenting with what Venomwing eats. After a bit of messing around with her diet a little, I think I've hit upon the perfect way to best you and Sightless. Apparently, it's working – and making Sightless mad."

Indeed, Sightless was leering sightlessly at Venomwing, jealously swishing his cape back and forth across the floor. The snake wyvern burped out a few drops of poison and blinked at him with a cat-like eye, the smug look on her face growing smugger.

"I didn't know Remobras could possibly keep up with a Gore Magala," yawned Batwings. "They're smaller, and –"

Butting in with an interjecting statement was the all-knowing Ingerman himself. "And lighter, and more streamlined, and with rigid wings that don't flap around like Sightless' cloak, and –"

"Oh, give it a rest!" moaned Snaketail, interrupting the interrupter.

Hiccup proudly patted Sightless' muzzle, prompting a happy growl out of his monster, before turning to Batwings questioningly. He asked, "Are you sure you're alright? You're always sleepy at this time of day. No other dragon is as drowsy as you."

Reluctantly, the humanoid dragon opened his eyes again. "Didn't I make it clear that I was fine?" he murmured. "It's practically dark. How you humans, monsters, and other dragons can still be up and about at this un-Thor-ly hour is beyond me, frankly."

The Chief-to-be was about to ask if this was the norm with Sirens back on the Peaceables' island – appropriately named Siren Island – when a sudden roar echoing over the mountain cut him off. Heads turned upwards as a yellow streak came flashing through the orange sky. Snotlout and Snotsnarl dove down toward the entrance with a whoop, and landed solidly in front of the gate. Fishlegs added one last mark to his sundial, ending the Jorgenson's time trial.

"What's the time, Legs?" asked Hiccup.

"Never mind that!" said Snotlout. As they gaped at his blatant denial of the chance to brag to his friends, he crossed his arms and continued, "You are not going to _believe_ what I found over on Secluded Beach!"

"Is it a severed head?" guessed Tuffnut.

"Our cousin Lars?" Ruffnut tried.

"Their cousin Lars' severed head?" asked Snaketail, grinning maniacally.

"Lars died?" quavered Fishlegs.

"Who said that?!" demanded Tuff, looking around for the offender.

Snotlout broke in loudly, cutting off any further chatter. "Excuse me! But do you guys want to see this or not?"

The riders mounted their monsters as they prepared to follow Snotlout to Secluded Beach. As they urged their steeds toward the exit, though, Hiccup paused and turned back to Batwings.

"Are you coming, or will you head back to the house and get some more sleep?" he inquired.

"Sleep, definitely," growled Batwings. "See you tomorrow, Hiccup."

Hiccup nodded. He and Sightless followed their friends up into the sky, winging their way in the direction of Secluded Beach.

Batwings and Mocktalk were left behind in silence, dragging themselves to their feet. To himself, Batwings continued dully, "I mean, come on. It's not like something _Snotlout_ found will have a drastic and permanent effect on my life or anything."

If only he knew better. Snotlout's find would affect the dragon's life like nothing else ever could.

* * *

><p><strong>Secluded Beach<strong>

Snotlout's distinctive black hair and wide frame led the way atop Snotsnarl's back, taking the Monster Riders to one of the most remote places on Berk. It was a medium-sized island mostly covered in sheer cliffs, which sported a small beach and a land bridge that only appeared at a certain time of the day. The beach was reclusive and hard to get to, even on monster-back, which earned it the appropriate name of Secluded Beach.

There was nothing to be found on Secluded Beach but sand, rocks, seashells, and dead fish – but today, there was an extra, more unusual feature. As they got closer, the teens could begin to make out the shape of a small, ruined boat wedged amongst some rocks in the fading light. The mast and sail were folded over the edge of the upturned watercraft, creating a dark shelter.

"Huh, a wrecked boat on Berk?" Tuffnut snorted once they had landed. "Yeah, there's something new, alright."

Ignoring him, Snotlout left his Tigrex behind and strutted confidently up to the shipwreck. He motioned for the others to peek under the sail and informed them, "Just remember, I found it, so it's mine. Hands off."

_Something tells me that this is one thing we don't want Snotlout to have,_ noted Hiccup. _When he wants something, it isn't always a good idea to let him have it…_

Motioning for the others to stay back a safe distance, Hiccup went to investigate the boat. He lifted the sail, peeked underneath, and inhaled sharply in shock.

A girl about his age lay there, wrapped in shadow. She looked unconscious, and was splayed out on the sand with her bedraggled, raven-black hair covering her features. The Chief-to-be held a hand to his mouth with concern. Was she still alive?

Of course, the Monster Riders being who they were, they didn't take Hiccup's 'keep-away-from-the-boat-because-it-might-be-dangerous' motion very seriously. He felt Arachne's head nudge his arm out of the way, and heard her loud gasp. Astrid and the rest crowded around him a second after that as they all tried to see for themselves.

"Will she be alright?" asked Arachne.

Astrid shook her head uncertainly and stroked the Philston's brown hair in a rare, comforting gesture.

"Whoa, now I like the boat," Tuff muttered dazedly.

"Hey, remember?!" Snotlout snapped, albeit quietly. "I get to keep her!"

Ruffnut snapped her arm back, and her fist hit him in the nose. "She's a person, you son of a half-troll."

"I know, isn't it great?" the Jorgenson replied with a giddy grin.

A movement from within the overturned boat brought their budding argument to a halt. The mysterious girl had twitched, and was now starting to stir. There was a soft, barely audible groan from beneath her mess of hair as she slowly sat up. Instantly, she saw the curious faces that were peering at her, and swiftly shrank back deeper into the darkness. All Hiccup could see of her were her jaded eyes.

"It's okay," Hiccup assured her. His voice was soft, so as not to startle her further. "We're friends. We don't mean you harm."

Tentatively, the girl inched into the light again. Hiccup was momentarily stunned – she was easily the most beautiful girl he had ever seen (not that he would be saying that around Astrid). Her pale skin appeared ghostly white against her hair and the shadows that she was still half-immersed in.

A whispery voice issued from her throat, raspy with thirst and disuse. "Do… you have any… water?"

Three hands – Hiccup glanced at them and recognized them as belonging to Snotlout, Fishlegs, and Tuffnut – invitingly held out liquid-filled mugs, so suddenly that Hiccup would have missed their appearance if he had blinked. But it was Snaketail who batted them all aside and offered her own cup, which was hesitantly approached and then snatched as if the Grundenson's hand was a poisonous spider.

The water was gone in an instant. "Thank you…" the girl whispered. "Where am I?"

"This is Berk!" Hiccup said with a friendly smile. "It's our home. I just, ah, have to warn you –"

Sightless suddenly butted his head into the Monster Riders' midst with a curious growl. Of course, it only sounded curious to the riders' trained ears, since the girl dove back into the shadows with a quiet scream.

Hiccup skewered the Gore Magala with a glare before nudging him back outside. "It's fine. He won't hurt you. Come on out, why don't you?"

Several long seconds crawled by before the girl gathered the courage to creep out from her demolished boat. She stood up cautiously, wringing her hands nervously and looking as if she wanted to hide again when she saw the multitude of monsters gathered around their riders.

"Easy, bud," murmured Hiccup. He placed his hand on Sightless' snout, and the Gore Magala backed away and sat on his rump in a docile, unfrightening way.

"How did you do that?" the girl whispered, amazed. She didn't seem to be able to talk in anything more than a whisper, or so Hiccup noticed.

"Pfft," said Snotlout, giving his cousin a dismissive wave of his hand. "That's nothing. Watch this." Turning to a resting Snotsnarl, he ordered sternly, "Snotsnarl, get your lazy Tigrex butt over here."

The pseudowyvern slowly got up in response to his words and stretched for the longest time. Smacking his jaws, he stuck out his tongue at Snotlout and flew away with a mocking roar. It sounded like he was laughing at Snotlout, actually.

"Ah, Snotsnarl," the boy chuckled lamely. "That jokester. He'll be back."

The girl turned to Hiccup, a clear question in her green eyes. The way she tilted her head to the side, somewhat like a bird wyvern or a dragon, reminded him uncannily of Batwings.

Hiccup shook his head and didn't give her mannerisms another thought. Different tribes behaved in different ways.

"My name's Hiccup," he introduced, pushing his bigger (in every sense of the word) cousin away.

"And I'm the one who rescued you," Snotlout countered, pushing back.

The girl paid him no heed and smiled gratefully at the scrawny Haddock. "Heather," she replied, pressing a hand to her chest. "I'm of the Peaceable tribe, from Siren Island."

"Whoa, just like Batwings!" exclaimed Ruff. "Are you his sister or something?"

"Ruff," said Arachne, exasperatedly, "just because she lives on the same island doesn't make her his sister."

"Yeah, she's right," Tuff agreed dumbly. "Can you imagine if everyone on _Berk_ was my brother or sister? I don't think I could have Astrid as a sister. She's too prickly."

"Every rose has its –" Snaketail began, and then Astrid showed her just how prickly she could be by slugging Tail in the shoulder, as per her trademark.

Heather shook her head. "I don't know anyone by that name," she murmured. Then her mood seemed to become glummer as she continued, "My family and I have been away from Siren Island for months. We were on our way back there just yesterday, and arrived to find it under attack by pirates."

"I wanna be a pirate!" interrupted Tuffnut.

Everyone turned to look at him.

"O-Or a fish cleaner," he quickly amended, stroking his chin with fake thoughtfulness. "Still on the fence."

"They noticed us arrive and captured us," Heather continued, sadly. "I managed to escape when their backs were turned… but my parents weren't so lucky."

Her voice broke, and everyone present felt a stab of pity as they observed her downcast expression. Everyone except, Hiccup noted, Astrid, whose face was unreadable.

"Stupid pirates!" Tuff was raging. "I _definitely_ want to be a fish cleaner!"

Hiccup gently put a reassuring hand on Heather's shoulder, causing her to fix her green gaze on his face. "Hey, everything's going to be alright from now on. My Dad's the Chief, you know. We'll figure something out."

Looking at him disbelievingly was Snotlout, his mouth open and eyes bugging like a fish's, unable to believe how his fishbone of a cousin was so good with the ladies.

The monsters readied themselves to fly as their riders boarded the saddles. Hiccup helped Heather climb onto Sightless' back, but a moment before he could urge the Gore Magala into the sky, Arachne and Venomwing strode up to their side.

"Don't forget!" the girl advised. "We're meeting tomorrow to work on our time trials again, remember? Unless, of course, you want Venomwing to be the fastest monster in the Book of Monsters."

Not noticing Heather perk up curiously, Hiccup replied nonchalantly, "Yeah, that's definitely _not_ going to happen. You'll see," he added to his passenger with a knowing smile. "Now hold on."

In sync, the monsters all spread their broad wings and took off. Heather gasped in surprise and held on tightly to Hiccup's waist, resting her head on his shoulder as if that would help her keep a better grip. From Blackhawk's back, over on the other side of their formation, Astrid narrowed her eyes. It wasn't just suspicion that had raised the tough-as-nails Hofferson's defenses. Now it was personal, as she saw with some degree of disgust. No one could hold onto Hiccup that intimately except _her_.

They flew farther into the sunset, heading back to the village. But there was one person missing.

"Can I get a ride from someone?" yelled Snotlout, back on the beach. His plea was ignored.

* * *

><p><strong>Hiccup's House<strong>

Night was falling by the time Hiccup led the new girl back to his house. Stoick was doing some work on the roof, and spotted them immediately. The junior Haddock took the opportunity to explain Heather's situation to his father, and the Chief graciously allowed her to stay for as long as she needed.

"Besides," he had hinted quietly to his son, just as Heather had disappeared inside, "you need a bit of experience with sharing a house with a girl, eh?"

Greatly amused by Hiccup's spluttering, embarrassed reaction, Stoick climbed back up the ladder to finish his job before turning in for the night.

When Hiccup walked inside, he found Heather being backed into a corner by an overly-curious Mocktalk. Torch was over in the corner that he had claimed as his own, huffing small embers in his sleep. A rumbling snore from the rafters indicated that Batwings was hiding up there.

"Alright, Mocktalk, that's enough," Hiccup laughed, pushing the bird wyvern away. "Give our guest some space, please."

"So sorry!" chirped Mocktalk, running off to cuddle up beside Torch.

"Yeah, that's just my friend Batwings' monster companion," chuckled Hiccup, as Heather stared after the Qurupeco with a smile. "He has a habit of investigating everything he sees. Nothing is more curious than a Qurupeco."

"Your people really like monsters, don't they?" Heather inquired.

"Yep!" affirmed Hiccup, proudly. "As far as we know, we're the only tribe that's made peace with them. And of course, dragons are always welcome too."

Sightless growled his approval and nudged the boy affectionately, making him stumble into a wooden beam that acted as a support for the roof.

It rattled and trembled madly when Hiccup's back hit it, causing the rafters to shake as well. A wince was already on the Haddock's face when Batwings came tumbling down with an ear-rending screech, in a flash of emerald-and-blue scales.

The eel-like dragon coiled up indignantly and glared daggers at Hiccup, who shrugged apologetically. Batwings' attention then focused itself on Heather, who paled – although it was hard to see, as her face was already pretty pale – and backed up against the wall again.

Batwings just stared at her for a full ten seconds. Then, he shapeshifted so suddenly that it made Hiccup jump, and extended a friendly hand in greeting.

"Hello there," the Siren smiled, brushing some of his dirty-blond hair out of his face. "Batwings is the name."

"Um," Heather hesitated, clearly unnerved somewhat. "H-Heather. Why are you on Berk? Don't all Sirens live on Siren Island?"

"I used to," Batwings shrugged. His blue eyes seemed fixated on her for reasons unknown. "Of course, I can tell that you're one of the Peaceables. Pale face, quiet voice, and all that. Very nice, and quite refreshing when all you've been exposed to recently are loud, brash Vikings."

Hiccup frowned on the sidelines, while Heather spared Batwings a soft smile. The scrawny Chief-to-be knew that his dragon friend didn't ramble like that often. When he did, he was nervous about something. However, he made the decision to ignore it for now and question Wings about it later.

Instead of dwelling on it, Hiccup led Heather up to his room. He had already concluded that it wouldn't be so bad for her to use his room during her stay. After all, he had slept on the floor downstairs before, and it hadn't been a real problem. He could manage.

"It was nice of your father to allow me to stay here," said Heather. Her head was turning every which way, observing the room with great curiosity. Catching sight of Hiccup's work table, she walked over and picked up a few sketches, asking, "What are these?"

"A new saddle and splint for Sightless," Hiccup replied. He patted the monster, whom had followed them upstairs. "We're trying to get extra speed so we can stay on top of Arachne and Venomwing. How a ten-year-old is coming close to beating Sightless and I, I'll never know…"

Heather smiled with amusement as his frustration. A small silence descended, before Hiccup broke it with a cough. "So, can I get you anything? Warm yak milk, or perhaps a nice fish stew?"

"No thanks, Hiccup," the raven-haired girl replied. "I just want some rest. I've been a long day for me."

Hiccup nodded understandingly, and motioned Sightless down the stairs. He wished her goodnight before following the Gore Magala and leaving his new friend to her own devices.

He quickly gathered a blanket and a cushion for his head and set them up beside the fire pit. Before he laid down, though, he spared a glance at Batwings, who was still in his humanoid form and settling down into the rafters again.

"What was that back there?" Hiccup questioned. "You're always so sure of your speech. Don't tell me the presence of a pretty girl here is making you edgy."

Batwings didn't laugh at Hiccup's joke. His only visible reaction was an uncertain glance and a frown, and then he wrapped himself in his wings and stayed like that for the entire night.

* * *

><p><strong>Arachne's House, Midnight<strong>

It wasn't often that the little Philston girl was up and about after dark, but this was one of those uncommon times. The reason why Arachne was up so late was that she wanted to feed Venomwing without anyone seeing her – Hiccup in particular.

Arachne placed a basket of raw chicken in front of the snoozing Remobra, who was hanging upside down from the shed's roof by her thin tail. She woke up at the sound of the basket thumping against the ground and peered with luminous yellow eyes at her rider, then caught sight of the chicken and immediately dug into the meal.

"Eat up, Venomwing," Arachne said cheerfully. "By the time the rest realize that this is what's giving you so much energy, Sightless is going to be eating your dust."

Indeed, Arachne had accidentally discovered was that chicken had the mysterious effect of increasing Venomwing's stamina, as well as giving her a huge boost in energy. As far as she knew, any wyvern could eat chicken and get the same effect out of it – Arachne had secretly fed some to Blackhawk and observed the same results during a time trial the next day. Astrid had been impressed with her Yian Garuga's performance that day, but had no idea that Arachne was behind it.

Just then, Venomwing retracted her head from the pile of legs and glared off into the distance, emitting a hissing shriek as she did so. Thinking something was wrong, Arachne whirled around and looked around the plaza, scanning for any sign of danger. She was perfectly aware that Nerscyllae and other fearsome monsters liked to prowl after dark, and didn't want to get herself into any life-threatening confrontations.

Her suspicions were suddenly replaced by a jagged bolt of fear that raced down her spine. She had just caught a glimpse of a shadowy figure darting behind a building.

"Stay here, Venomwing," Arachne ordered, and her monster nodded understandingly. As the Remobra went back to her meal, Arachne grabbed Hiccup's Hunter's Dagger and accompanying shield – she was borrowing it for training exercises with Snotlout – and then raced stealthily into the night.

The girl drew a sharp breath when the figure flitted on the edge of her vision. She whirled around again, holding her sword bravely before her. This time, she saw the creature clearly as it vanished behind the food storehouse, running through a patch of moonlight and allowing its features to become briefly illuminated before slipping into the darkness again.

Arachne squinted after it, but it had left no trace behind. Still, that fleeting glimpse was more than enough for her to get a decent idea of whom she had just seen.

"Heather?" she whispered uncertainly.

A strange yowling, shrieking sound, probably from a monster, rang out over the otherwise silent village, sending another tingle up Arachne's spine.

_Something isn't right,_ she thought.

* * *

><p><strong>Berk Monster Academy, Morning<strong>

The first thing Arachne did upon arriving at the Academy was run to Astrid and pull her aside, then tell her everything that she saw last night. Her role model didn't disappoint her by responding with a nod and a glare upwards, when a familiar black shape shot overhead with even more speed than ever. Hiccup's shout was clearly heard by all, accompanied by Heather's wild laughter.

"You have _got_ to be kidding me," snarled Astrid.

Around her, the other Monster Riders were growing impatient. "Are we training or not?!" shouted Snotlout, after Snotsnarl had tried to eat his boot for the fifth time.

Fishlegs glanced upwards from his cleaning of Heatray's ears and worried, "Where's Hiccup?"

His answer was a low growl from an irritated Philston. "Giving a private lesson," replied Arachne, voice heavy with disgust. She pointed to the black monster circling at ridiculous speeds in the pure sky.

"Ooh, I didn't know he gave private lessons!" enthused Snaketail. "Can anyone get in on that?"

"Nope," Astrid harrumphed. "Just _her_."

Ruffnut sat up from her slumped position against a drowsy Queen's side. "Uh oh, sounds like there's another hen in the rooster house," she sang. She looked positively giddy as she observed Astrid – her eternal rival in their struggle for a certain Chief-to-be's affections – scowling.

"Uh oh," Tuffnut repeated, bored as he lay against King. "There's another rooster in the hen house… wait, what?" he added, looking up in confusion.

"Nothing," spat Astrid. "She thinks I'm jealous, which is completely preposterous."

Like that cleared up anything for Tuff.

"Jealous?" he wondered. "Of who, me? Wait. Am I the rooster, or the hen?"

Arachne stood firmly by Astrid's side. "Trust me. The _last_ thing _either_ of us are is jealous."

"Denial," chirped Snaketail.

The only one who had yet to say anything was a dejected-looking Batwings. He was laying on Mocktalk's back as the Qurupeco basked in the morning sun, tracing imaginary designs in the air with a claw. Normally he'd be in the middle of this discussion, probably snickering at it all, but today he was staying out of it.

"You okay, Batwings?" squawked Mocktalk.

"Fine," he replied. "Just had a bad sleep last night."

"Uh oh," Ruff said again. Her smirk widened as she continued, "Looks like someone's jealous of the rooster."

"Why all this talk about hens and roosters?" demanded her brother. "I'm so confused! Someone tell me what's going on!"

_He is __**not**__…_ Astrid growled inwardly, looking at Batwings. But she was too angry to finish the thought.

Suddenly, Sightless swooped through the entrance and spread his wings dramatically before landing and letting his two passengers hop off. Well, Hiccup hopped before helping Heather down, to which Astrid reacted with a look of murder in her eye.

"Top o' the morning, class!" Hiccup called jokingly. "How's everyone doing today?"

"Nice of you to show up," Arachne drawled with uncharacteristic sarcasm.

Her skeptical tone threw Hiccup off for a moment, but then he suddenly facepalmed as a realization hit him. "_Ohhhhhhh_, we were supposed to meet up. I can't tell you how sorry I am…"

Arachne snorted.

"How on Midgard did you get Sightless to fly that fast?" wondered Fishlegs.

"Ah, Heather helped me a bit with the new splint," Hiccup replied nonchalantly, but shot a nervous glance at Astrid.

She didn't give an answer, remaining content with a furious glare.

"Awwwwkward," Snotlout whispered to the twins.

Tuff's eyes lit up. "Oh, I've got it! Astrid's jealous of the pretty one! Why were you talking about hens and roosters?"

Ruff pointed subtly at Batwings and whispered something in her brother's ear. She punched him when he opened his mouth to say something else.

"So," Astrid began conversationally, "Arachne tells me you had a good sleep last night, Heather."

"Yes, I did," Heather replied with a smile at both of them. She then turned away to gaze at the arena around her. "So this is it. Your monster training academy."

Fishlegs strutted up with the Book of Monsters in hand. "No, _our_ monster training academy. Everything we learn goes right in here." He tapped the book and continued, "I'm the log keeper – well, log _master_, really."

"He just writes what Hiccup tells him to," Snotlout broke in.

"We learn how to train dragons too," Snaketail added.

As if to prove her point, Horrorcow suddenly appeared out of nowhere and eagerly snatched her up before launching into the sky. The brown-haired girl screamed and demanded for the Grounder to put her down, but they soon disappeared from view. Twinhorn just snorted out a laugh and lay her head down to rest.

"Technically," said Batwings, glancing over at them, "it is Hiccup's academy. Stoick gave it to him, remember?"

"Yes, but each of us play an important part regardless," Fishlegs disagreed. "The twins act as our demolition team, Snotlout provides examples of how _not_ to train a monster" – "Hey!" yelled the offended Snotlout – "and I am in charge of managing the Book of Monsters." He puffed up with unnatural pride when he said the last bit, and adjusted his helmet astutely.

"Might I see it?" asked Heather, excitedly.

"I'll take that, thank you," Arachne piped up. She effortlessly snatched it out of Fishlegs' grasp and took it over to Venomwing. "I gotta read up on monster skin care. Venomwing's scales have been looking pretty dry recently."

Hiccup was watching her leave when Astrid came up from behind him and gave him a mild punch. Flinching more out of surprise than pain, he turned around to give her a questioning look.

"Could I talk to you for a second?" the blonde girl asked sweetly.

Despite the question, Hiccup never got a chance to answer it, as Astrid grabbed his arm and dragged him to the other side of the academy, near the cages.

"Hiccup," she whispered as soon as they were out of earshot, "I don't think we should be showing her all of our monster secrets."

"Astrid, it'll be fine," Hiccup replied evenly. "Why should she miss out? If she's going to stay here for a while, she might as well learn to get used to the monsters."

Both of them glanced over at Heather. The black-haired girl had sidled over to Torch, who had arrived with a fish for Batwings and Mocktalk, and was rubbing his snout with an expert touch. The Typhoomerang looked like he was enjoying her presence while Batwings watched through sleepily-narrowed eyelids.

"I mean, look at her," continued Hiccup. "She already knows how to handle dragons. Why not monsters too?"

"Because I don't trust her," Astrid hissed. She left Hiccup alone after that, abandoning him in favor of Arachne and staying by the ten-year-old's side for the remainder of the lesson.

There was no doubt in either girl's mind that Heather was hiding something. Hiccup couldn't see it, Ruffnut couldn't see it, and not even the usually-perceptive Batwings could see it. In fact, Arachne informed Astrid that at one point, she swore she saw a look of longing in the Siren's eyes during one of his increasingly-frequent glances at the pretty newcomer.

The further-enraged Hofferson girl just sharpened her Dual Blades and muttered, "Of course there is. That sneaky, spying siren has even the _real_ Siren smitten with her."

And that, the duo decided, was a problem.

* * *

><p><strong>Village Plaza, Several Hours Later<strong>

It was an average afternoon in the village of Berk. The plaza was mostly empty, since there had been a small food shortage a few days ago. Thus, all of the adults were out farming, fishing, or hunting in the woods. Even some of the Monster Riders were busy helping out, and those who weren't had nothing to do but tend to their monsters.

The perfect opportunity for Heather to satiate some of her curiosity, which she hadn't been able to do when Astrid or Arachne were present. They were suspicious of her.

"Tell me, Fishlegs," she was saying to the pudgy Monster Rider as he scratched Heatray behind the cheekbone, "what would one find in the Book of Monsters about your magnificent Gravios?"

Legs was only too glad to impart some of his vast knowledge to a new friend, especially one as eager to learn about monsters as he was. "Well, the Gravios is a member of the Boulder class of monsters. The largest are a hundred feet long with a ninety-foot wingspan, weighing exactly two thousand and fifty-four pounds. Heatray is only half that size, but he more than makes up for in bulk with pure love."

The rocky behemoth rumbled happily when Fishlegs hugged him around the neck.

"He is rather sweet," Heather said. "But how could such a harmless-looking thing perform in battle?"

"No monster is harmless," informed Fishlegs, proudly. He tossed a rock at the Gravios, only to have it bounce off. "His skin is thick and impenetrable like armor. It's also permanently covered in a thick layer of stone to protect against the heat of volcanoes. His tail is long, tough, and spiky, and can be used as a bludgeon. And I won't even get into his deadly lava blasts!"

Heather let a genuine smile cross her face as she listened to the enthusiastic boy chatter on about his favorite topic. She assumed that he didn't get to talk like this often around most of his friends. But she information he supplied her with was exactly what she was looking for, so that was another reason to smile.

"He sounds so fierce," she commented with a shiver.

"Oh, he's fierce on the outside," Fishlegs assured her. "But inside, he's softer than a bed of rose petals. Aren't you, Heatray?" he cooed, and snuggled the flying wyvern.

Satisfied for now, Heather walked away without him noticing. The Ingerman looked comfortable, but she knew that she wouldn't try to hug something that resembled a boulder with volcanic halitosis.

She wandered a bit more through the village. There was a bit of activity going down at the harbor with all the fishermen out and about, so she headed down to the docks. On one particular dock, there was Tuffnut and his Teostra. The Lunastra was dozing beside them, although Ruffnut was nowhere to be found. The male Thorston greeted her excitedly and asked her to climb onto Queen's back – he wanted to show her something awesome.

So, Heather soon found herself sitting aboard the blue lion-like elder dragon while Tuff sat in his usual position above her red counterpart. He started to explain their fire-breathing and powder-igniting mechanisms surprisingly well for someone of his intelligence (or lack of), and she hung onto his every word. This information might be useful.

"Okay," Tuff said eagerly. "Queen and King can both produce powder and light it, but Ruff and I prefer to work together with it. You yank on Queen's horns and she spreads this nasty red dust, and I'll spark it. But try not to breathe any in."

Curiosity piqued, Heather asked why.

"You don't want to know," was all he would say. "I'll give you the signal. Which I always forget…"

Heather relieved him of his head-pounding, which he did with his fist in order to jog his memory, with a suggestion. "How about 'fire'?"

Tuff brightened. "Yeah, that was it. You're good at this. Much better than my sister. Folks say we look alike, so they probably wouldn't notice if she went missing…"

"Uh, yeah," Heather replied nervously. "Why don't we concentrate on what we were talking about?" She pointed pointedly, so to speak, at their target – an empty fishing boat floating in the harbor.

"Alright, ready?" asked Tuffnut. They swung their elder dragons' heads directly at the boat and into position. "Here we go! _Signal_! I mean, _FIRE_!"

Both yanked on their monsters' horns. Queen the Lunastra flapped her wings vigorously and directed a stream of red powder at the boat, which settled around it. Then, King the Teostra viciously snapped his fangs with a bright spark or two, and the line of powder ignited in a series of explosions that, eventually, reached the boat. It went down in flames, and previously unnoticeable Viking fishermen jumped off of the flaming vessel and into the water with cries of fear.

"What do we do now?" asked Heather, jade eyes wide at what she had just been roped into.

Grinning mirthlessly, Tuff responded, "Usually, Ruff and I hide until the Chief finds us. Then we get in trouble." Snickering, he slid off King's head and booked it.

Heather sighed and patted Queen's head in goodbye. The monster growled in a friendly way and went back to her nap while the raven-haired girl left the harbor. She counted on her hands the list of monster facts that she had learned in less than an hour. But she stopped and let an expression of annoyance to cross her flawless face when she saw who was lounging outside of his house ahead of her.

_Snotlout,_ she thought distastefully. _The flirt. Joy._

Not even giving Snotlout a chance to get in the suggestive remark that she knew was coming, Heather walked right past him and examined Snotsnarl. She didn't want to admit that she was intimidated, but she was. The Tigrex was well known for its ferocity and frightening bursts of rage.

"I have to confess, this Tigrex of yours is most impressive," the girl remarked. She tentatively patted the pseudowyvern on the nose, who silently put up with it and made no move to rip her hand off.

"Yeah, I guess," Snotlout preened. "He has me to thank for that. So, let's talk about you and me. You never did thank me for saving your life."

About to choke out an insincere answer, Heather was saved by the Grundenson and her one-horned Diablos, who happened to be walking by.

"Snotlout, stop talking crap," Snaketail reprimanded him. "Hi, Heather. Enjoying the nice day, huh?"

"Yes, very much, Snaketail," agreed Heather. "Tell me, is Twinhorn alright? She only has one full horn."

"Oh yeah," the other female said casually. "She got her horns stuck in a boulder and accidentally broke one off. It'll grow back in a few years, probably. After all," she added with a chuckle, "it's not like something as impressive as that headgear happens in a day."

Twinhorn snorted a greeting and lightly butted Heather with her remaining horn before lumbering off with her rider.

_Now, back to Snotsnarl,_ Heather thought. _I hope it won't be that hard to keep Snotlout on track…_

"So, how much does Snotsnarl weigh?" she asked. The Tigrex flicked his tail in what she supposed was contentment when she laid her hand on his snout again. Meanwhile, the Monstrous Nightmare, Hookfang, looked on jealously at the attention that his monster friend was getting.

"About eight hundred pounds, give or take…" Snotlout told her, flippantly. "You know, he's monstrous. Kind of like his rider…" He trailed off and looked at the object of his affection expectantly.

_Ugh, he's right about that,_ said object growled mentally.

"Interesting," she murmured instead. "How does the whole roar thing work?"

Flustered now, the big-headed Jorgenson boy explained, "It's his lungs. They're, like, super-big and help him breathe in enough air before he lets it all out. Oh yeah, and Hiccup says he has this weird thing in his throat that lets him make it extra loud."

"And what about your Monstrous Nightmare?" Heather continued, finally walking over to give the dragon a scratch under the jaw. Hookfang's tongue lolled out of his mouth as his expression and body language relaxed in response to her touch.

"He can light himself on fire," lectured Snotlout in a more interested tone. He supposed that appearing smart, as stupid as that seemed, might impress girls more than brawn. After all, just look at Hiccup and Astrid. "His sweat does it all. It's what makes him able to light himself. But I use it on date nights – girls seem to like the way it smells."

Heather almost let a laugh escape her mouth when she saw the arrogant boy slathering Nightmare sweat onto his chest and armpits. _Good luck washing that out. You'll smell like Gigginox dung for a week, and gods forbid you ever touch a fire._

All of a sudden, there was a booming, mocking cry that rang out across the village as something large and green flew by. "Mocktalk, Mocktalk, oi oi oi!"

"Arrrrggggghh, not again!" seethed Snotlout, repeatedly banging his head against a wall.

"You're coming in too hot, Mocktalk!" came Batwings' yell. "No, don't land on the roof, you'll just –"

The sound of a scream split the air when Mocktalk's bucket of fish, dangling from his talons, smacked against the roof of a building and threw the klutzy bird wyvern off balance. With a shrill squawk, he did a backflip and landed on the ground, squishing his rider between him and the dirt. Fish flew everywhere, adding to the spectacular show.

Batwings crawled out from under the Qurupeco, but only got halfway before he became stuck. "Mocktalk, my friend… I honestly want to strangle you some days," he muttered.

"Look on the bright side," Heather said with a laugh, walking away from a baffled Snotlout and toward the unfortunate Siren. "At least Mocktalk doesn't feel the same way about you."

"Yeah, really encouraging," Batwings replied. But he took the hand she offered him and used her strength on top of his own to extract himself from his uncomfortable position. "Sorry you had to see that, by the way. Honestly, Mocktalk's pretty good in the air most of the time."

"Its fine," Heather reassured him, turning away slightly and putting on a shy front. There was no better way to draw the humanoid dragon's attention than acting uncomfortable around him, she found. "Could you tell me something? How well does the Qurupeco fly normally?"

"Well, he's not as heavy as most bird wyverns," explained Batwings, a bit uncertainly. He had just glanced at Heather's eyes, which fascinated him. When she was looking at him directly, the jade gaze was almost enough to paralyze him. One look at the maiden's soft smile, glossy hair, and glittering green orbs was enough to turn the confident Siren into a scarlet-faced wreck.

He wondered why that could be.

Shaking his head, Batwings continued with his lecture. "Anyway, Qurupecoes have a bright red inflatable sac that lets them mimic the calls of other monsters. Naturally, that's a great defense mechanism, but by inflating the sac, Mocktalk becomes much lighter. That makes it a lot easier to fly. It also gives him an excuse to taunt Snotlout whenever he passes by."

"Mocktalk, Mocktalk, oi oi oi!" agreed Mocktalk himself, shaking his tail and doing a cheerful dance.

"And the dancing?" Heather asked with amusement.

"It's supposed to be a courtship display," Batwings informed her, uncertainly. "But knowing Mocktalk, I think it's just for fun."

Nodding, the girl placed a hand on Mocktalk's beak. The bird wyvern trilled and hopped gleefully on the spot. She smiled at him, petted him, and asked Batwings, "Anything else you can tell me?"

"Oh, boatloads," he told her, immensely pleased. "I'm an expert on dragons, being one myself, but you're already amazing with them already. But I can still tell you a lot about monsters. For example, the Najarala, a snake wyvern that digs tunnels…"

Heather listened to Batwings ramble on with his Qurupeco at his side. She followed, noting every word he said, but also thinking her own dark thoughts in the back of her mind.

A thin smile crossed her face as she stared at the back of his head. _I know as well as any Peaceable does that earning a Siren's trust is difficult. But this has been laughably easy. It's because this Siren likes me. He'll supply all the information I need to fulfill my mission, and all I have to do is give him a smile. But still, there's no way I can remember everything. No, I need Hiccup's book._

_I need the Book of Monsters._

* * *

><p><strong>Heh, love pentagons. Even poor Batwings is involved! Too bad he's a completely different species… yeah, he doesn't have a chance…<strong>

**This is my favorite episode in the first "Riders of Berk" season, all because of a neat little twist I incorporated into it back in the original "Legends Are Born" – and of course, the same twist will be featured in this story.**

**Review, and stay tuned for the next exciting part of this chapter!**
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_**Chapter 13**_

_**Heather Report Part 2**_

* * *

><p><strong>Hiccup's House<strong>

Silently, Heather snuck back into the Haddock residence. Hiccup was off on a flight with Sightless, Astrid, and Blackhawk, while everyone else was just as she had left them in the village. Stoick was probably chasing down Tuffnut somewhere. She wasn't sure where Batwings was – he had just flown off with a stammered farewell.

She smiled, an expression with enough malice to give a Monstrous Nightmare nightmares. With no one around, she finally had free reign.

Closing the door behind her as quietly as she could, Heather turned around and froze. Batwings was up in the rafters, his shining eel-like body stretched out on a large wooden beam and surprisingly soft snores issuing from his jaws.

_Oh, so that's where he went,_ she thought.

Heather crept around the edge of the living room, being careful not to bump into anything. She certainly didn't want to wake the Siren up and spoil her perfect opportunity. There might not be another one, and time was running short already. That book needed to be hers.

Right when she thought she was going to make it up the stairs, her last footstep landed on a loose floorboard, which made a creaking noise that was deafening in the stillness that pervaded the room. Heather's heart skipped a beat when Batwings' eye snapped open and instantly focused on her.

_Great._

Yawning widely and showing off his impressive dental array, Batwings slowly slipped off of his perch and landed with a loud thud. Tilting his head, he kept staring at her, watching her every move. He didn't shapeshift. He barely even moved.

"It's alright," Heather whispered. "I'm only… going to get something from Hiccup's room. No need for alarm."

For once, Wings didn't take her words at face value, and instead slithered forward suspiciously. A hiss curled out from between his needle-sharp teeth, and his eyes burned a warning out from their depths.

But Heather wasn't concerned. Instead, she gave him her best smile and gently ran a hand underneath his jaw. There was an immediate reaction from the serpent – his eyelids drooped and his hiss became a low, gurgling purr. She lightly tickled the weak spot on his chin that all dragons had, and Batwings went limp with pleasure, eyes now fully closed.

"Not a word of this to anyone," whispered Heather, leaning down to his ear.

Batwings nodded.

Grinning triumphantly, Heather raced up the stairs and into Hiccup's room. She didn't know how much time she had before the Haddock boy came back from his flight.

_Now, where does he keep that book of his? _Heather wondered. _As leader of the academy, he must have it stashed somewhere close by… but where?_

The black-haired girl investigated the first place that caught her eye – Hiccup's bag. She rummaged through it thoroughly, but with no luck. All that was in there were a few of his sketchbooks and a piece of charcoal.

His writing desk was searched, but turned out to be for naught. There was nothing behind Sightless' rock slab, under the pillow, within the closet. Wherever Heather searched, her efforts were fruitless. Did he keep the book locked up in the Berk Monster Academy? If so, then she'd have a much harder time getting her hands on it.

_Then again,_ she thought with a snort, _I could just ask Hiccup or Batwings. In fact, the latter would probably give me his wings if I asked. Not that I need them, obviously._

All of a sudden, a thought struck her, and she fell down on her hands and knees to peer under the bed.

"Aha," she murmured, and pulled out the Book of Monsters.

Flipping through it, she quickly came to a section that looked promising. It was about Sharp class monsters and their general attributes. "Tend to be vain," Heather read. "Well-kept scales… fast on land, air, or water, depending on the monster… loyal and intelligent…"

A blood-curdling screech blasted through Heather's eardrums, so abruptly that she just about died from fear. It had come from downstairs, and was unmistakably the sound of an angry Batwings.

"_Why did you step on my tail, you witch?!_" the Siren was shrieking.

"Thank you for _nothing_, you _useless_ reptile!" Astrid spat back. "Because of you, she's probably looking for the book right now. Get out of here!"

There was the sound of madly fluttering wings, which faded even as the sound of feet pounding on the stairs became known. Panicking, Heather's grip fumbled on the book as she hastened to put it back in its hiding spot –

"Aha!" crowed Astrid, caustic glare freezing her in place.

Oh, the irony.

"Well, are you going to say something?" the Hofferson pressed. Reaching out with a hand, she grabbed the brim of Heather's vest and dragged her to her feet, her gaze harsh enough to kill a Kelbi. Luckily, Heather was made of sterner stuff, and just trembled.

"What is going on up here?" asked Hiccup in a bewildered voice, walking up the stairs with pure astonishment written all over him. "Astrid, put her down and let her explain herself."

Reluctantly, Astrid did so, although the look on her face read, _This isn't over_.

"I'm so sorry, Hiccup," Heather whispered apologetically. She turned away guiltily and elaborated, I was cleaning your room and found the book. I couldn't help myself and read a few pages. I had no idea that I wasn't allowed to look at it…"

Hiccup's mouth curved in a frown, but soon rearranged itself in a reassuring smile. "Its fine, Heather," he said. "It's okay. No one's blaming you."

"What do you mean, 'its fine'?" asked Astrid, incredulously. "She's reading the Book of Monsters!"

"And what the Hel is wrong with that?" Hiccup shot back, folding his arms.

Mimicking his posture, Astrid retorted, "It's wrong because she's sneaking around and looking at our stuff!"

"Sneaking around?" repeated Hiccup. He frowned again and looked from one face to the other – from Astrid's livid one to Heather's guilty one and back again. "What are you talking about?"

"I'm talking about last night," Astrid spat. "Arachne told me she was creeping around her house at midnight. Isn't that right?" she added acidly, skewering Heather with her gaze.

"Yes, that's right," sighed Heather, turning further away from them. "It was indeed me. I couldn't sleep, so I went for a walk through the village. I was having the most terrible dreams…"

Hiccup felt a pang of pity for her.

"I'll bet," the Haddock boy murmured. Heather dutifully gave him back the Book of Dragons, and he tucked it back under his bed.

"I can't believe this is happening," Astrid muttered under her breath, and stormed out of the room.

A look of embarrassment crossing his face, Hiccup said sheepishly, "Ah, sorry about that."

"No, I'm the one that should be apologizing," insisted Heather. "I was wrong to look at your book without asking first."

Hiccup waved her apology away. "Don't worry about it. I trust you."

He didn't realize how badly things would soon spin out of control because of those three words.

* * *

><p><strong>Arachne's House, Later that Night<strong>

This time, Heather waited until Arachne had finished feeding her Remobra before making herself known. Making nary a sound as she stalked across the plaza like a living shadow, she stealthily made her way closer to the sleeping Venomwing. The snake wyvern's wings were folded around her and her tail was coiled around a hook dangling from the ceiling of Arachne's shed.

It wasn't only Arachne that Heather feared waking up. Her adopted parents, Phlegm and Goosebreath Helston, were protective of the ten-year-old, as their only child had died during its first winter some years before the homeless Philston girl arrived on Berk. If they caught Heather near their house, there was every chance they would mistake her for an enemy and swing an axe at her head.

And it certainly didn't help that Arachne herself distrusted Heather. Therefore, the raven-haired girl would have to be extremely cautious.

There was a basket placed near the shed, half-full of chicken legs, exactly where Arachne had left it after feeding her monster. Opening the lid without even a rustle, Heather quickly reached in and snatched a leg, which she hid behind her back.

Then the lid closed with a snap, and Venomwing's eyes opened. They wandered for perhaps a half second before fixating on Heather. The Remobra hissed softly and warily, beginning to unfurl her wings in case she needed to defend herself.

"Approach slowly, try to stick to the blind spot…" recited Heather, voice barely above a whisper.

Taking tentative paces toward Venomwing, she brought the chicken leg out from behind her and offered it as a gesture of friendship. However, it seemed that she was moving too fast, as Venomwing fully opened her wings and let out a painfully loud shriek.

Heather jumped back and didn't dare take another step. Instead, she held out the leg again and breathed, "I hear you like this."

Venomwing quieted down and hesitantly sniffed at her hand. Deeming her harmless, she opened her jaws and wrenched the leg away, gulping it down loudly. It was only then that she let Heather move forward a little more to pat her on the head.

"_What are you doing with Arachne's monster?_"

The voice, lowered to a forceful hiss, nevertheless startled Heather into yanking her hand away from Venomwing. Turning around, she instantly caught sight of Astrid stomping across the plaza and toward the shed, not subtle in the least but without any need to be.

"Practicing," Heather replied smoothly, backing nearer to the shadows. "You really like to sneak up on people."

"Only those who deserve it," growled Astrid. Out of nowhere, she produced her multi-bladed Dual Blades and advanced further on the trapped intruder, continuing, "And don't even think about giving me your Little-Miss-Innocent routine."

Heather ducked her head until only her malefic grin could be seen in the darkness. "I wouldn't dream of it. Unfortunately, you're far too smart for that. Too smart for –"

Suddenly, she stiffened and froze, cutting off her own voice. Coming from the house next to her was the sound of someone milling around inside, their heavy footfalls almost certainly heading for the front door.

Now it was Astrid's turn to smirk. Spinning one of her Blackwings around artistically and bringing it closer to her foe's neck, she said triumphantly. "Looks like Venomwing's shrieking attracted far worse company than just me. Get ready to face the –"

Then it was her turn to have her voice cut off as well. Heather bit her hand in self-defense and rushed across the village, leaving a startled and furious Astrid behind.

"Oh no you don't," the incensed Hofferson growled. Blades in hand, she chased after her girl she hated so.

Rounding a building on the general path toward Hiccup's house, Astrid suddenly backpedaled away and flattened herself against the wall. Her heart was pounding, her breaths came fast, and her eyes were wide with shock.

She had come around a corner to see a huge monster pinning Heather to the side of another building. It hadn't noticed her, so she peeked around the side of the house to get a better look. The monster was a pseudowyvern in that it walked on its wings and hind legs. Unlike most pseudowyverns - whose wings were actually more like legs - the mysterious creature's wings only had two long talons branching off of them, not so good for walking on. Its head was remarkably eagle-like, its feet were more owl-like, and its tail was long and pointed. As Astrid watched, the thick, rough scales covering the beast's neck flared outwards like a ruff, making it look like a pine cone.

The bird-like monster growled as it used one of its wings to push Heather up against a building. The girl had a terrified expression on her face, as if she was staring death itself in the eye, which Astrid observed with great satisfaction. Occasionally, she would reach forward with a hand, only for her to jerk it back again when the mystery monster snarled.

_That'll teach her,_ thought Astrid, letting out a snicker.

About to walk away, something in the back of her mind told her to stop. The Hofferson girl looked back at the monster and saw that it was moving back slightly and releasing its hold on Heather, who was reaching out again. Her hand brushed against the monster's pointed crest, who made no move to stop her.

_Loki, you have got to be joking,_ Astrid growled inwardly.

The jade eyes that she hated so much flicked up and saw her. If Heather was surprised to see her standing there in disbelief, she didn't show it.

"I think this monster likes me," she smirked.

* * *

><p>Astrid went to the woods with her Dual Blades, her primary haunt whenever she was feeling frustrated or angry. But neither emotion pervaded her inner being tonight – they were replaced by a burning hatred that made her blood positively boil. This same hatred was what fueled her arms to hurl her Midnight Blackwings at random trees that caught her eye. Each time she threw one, it hit the trunk dead center. It was nice to see that her aim was perfect as always.<p>

The blonde tore her blade free of the umpteenth tree and let out a primal snarl. "Ugh, that Heather. 'I think this monster likes me,'" she mocked bitterly. "No one messes with me and my friends. When I get my hands on that evil…"

Trailing off, as her fury was so great that it stopped her from entirely finishing her sentence, Astrid took aim at yet another unfortunate pine. But this time, something unexpected happened – her arm seized up with the worst pain she had ever experienced. Against her will, a short yelp escaped her mouth, and the sword she threw sailed off into the brush.

Instinctively, Astrid examined her hand, eyes coasting over the skin to see if there was anything wrong. They lay upon the small cut that Heather had opened when she bit her – there was only a drop or two of blood leaking out from the tiny scratch.

_There's no connection,_ concluded Astrid, frowning. _Nothing that small can cause that amount of pain._

All of a sudden, there was the sound of a screech, and then that of flapping wings. Ignoring the pain that flared again through her arm, Astrid ducked behind a shrub and picked up her fallen Dual Blade. She glanced up through a hole in the leaves above and saw a dark creature soaring past. Suspicious, Astrid gritted her teeth and followed it. She took care not to snap any twigs or rustle any bushes as she passed them – she could be stealthy when she wanted to.

The journey didn't last long. It ended at Secluded Beach, the same spot where everything had begun to go wrong just a few days ago. The monster started to descend, and Astrid made it across the land bridge at the same time that it touched the ground. She ducked behind a rock and peered over it to see Heather awkwardly jump down from the monster's neck. It was the same eagle-like wyvern from before.

_How did she manage to tame that savage thing?_ thought Astrid, completely dumbfounded. _It took me hours to get through to Blackhawk, and she couldn't have been with that monster for more than a couple of minutes!_

Envy surged up alongside rage, but Astrid squashed it down. There was _no way_ she was jealous of this newcomer.

There was no activity for the better part of ten minutes. Heather sat down on a flat rock and stared out at the moonlit sea while her monster curled up beside her and took a snooze. Astrid waited from her hiding place, narrowed eyes never once wavering. If there was one thing she was determined about, it was to find out what the raven-haired girl was up to.

Finally, though, even Astrid's patience began to wear thin.

"This is stupid," the Hofferson muttered. "The _one_ time I follow her all this way, she doesn't do anything suspicious…"

She turned to leave, when a strange, out-of-place sound caught her attention. She ducked behind her rock and resumed keeping watch, and saw something she hadn't noticed before.

There was a small boat heading toward the shore, hard to make out in the moonlight from that distance, only carrying a single person that grunted as he rowed through the calm waves. Astrid could see the boat in enough detail to make out the Rathalos skull mounted on the bow, serving as a figurehead.

"That's an Outcast boat…" Astrid murmured, and a suspicion far worse than any she had so far crept through her mind.

The man jumped ashore when he was close enough, and immediately trudged his way toward Heather. Her monster suddenly woke from its nap and shrieked, a strange noise that was like a bat's squeak and a hawk's scream blended together. The creature curled its tail around its new rider protectively and rattled its scaly ruff.

The man nearly leapt out of his pants at the sight of the monster. Heather patted its head soothingly and assured him, rather smugly, "Relax, Savage. He isn't going to hurt you."

Awed, Alvin the Treacherous' terrible second-in-command approached with a wise amount of caution. "What have you learned about the monsters?"

"I've learned a lot," confirmed Heather, continuing to pet her monster. "But there's something else, something that'll make Alvin very happy."

_Oh no, _Astrid realized, keeping even her thoughts quiet. _It can't be true._

After being given a nod from Savage, Heather went on, "They have a book. They call it the Book of Monsters. And inside, they've written everything! Everything Alvin will need to know in order to control monsters."

Savage looked skeptical. "Then where is this… book?" he asked, speaking the word as if it were unfamiliar to him.

"I don't have it yet," Heather replied, a tiny bit nervously. "But I will soon! Just trust me on this – if Alvin can wait a little longer, then it'll all be worth it."

The Outcast considered, then slowly nodded. He waved the girl off and climbed back into his ship for the long trip back home.

"All worth it," repeated Heather, softly. She turned to her monster and patted its back, murmuring, "Come on, Steve. There's still time to get some rest before we fulfill our mission tomorrow."

Astrid didn't hesitate. She took off like an arrow across the land bridge, running for the village. Desperation and worry drove her to run like never before. It would only take Heather a few moments to climb aboard her monster – _Steve, what a dumb name,_ she said to herself with a snort – and fly there herself. Astrid wanted to warn Hiccup and the others before she got the chance.

Likely, Berk depended on it.

* * *

><p><strong>Hiccup's House<strong>

Hiccup was in the middle of a dream – a wonderful dream, in fact. He was flying Sightless through the clouds above the sea, which sparkled brilliantly in the light of the morning sun. It was bliss.

But then a Rathalos flew at him from out of the blue and launched a fireball with a terrible roar. The fireball didn't kill or burn him, but it slammed painfully into his shoulder and knocked him off the Gore Magala's back. He shouted in fear, hands grabbing at nothing as he fell toward a watery death far below…

And then Astrid kicked him again, much harder this time. He was jolted from sleep.

"_Ow_!" the Haddock boy yelped, instantly waking Sightless and Batwings. "Astrid, why would you do that? What… what in Odin's name are you doing?"

"Saving our hides!" Astrid hissed, angry and desperate at the same time. "I just saw Heather talking with _Savage_. She's working for the _Outcasts_!"

Sleepily, Hiccup rubbed his eyes. "What…?"

"And how long did it take for you to come up with _that_ filthy lie?" growled Batwings. He was clearly grumpy at being awakened in the dead of night, and his voice bordered on hostile as he continued, "Astrid, we know you're jealous of this girl, but as Stoick says, you need evidence to accuse a –"

Pushed over the edge, Astrid viciously kicked a pillar with all her might, making his rafter tremble and the Siren himself fall onto the floor painfully.

"She looks at the Book of Dragons _once_," Batwings continued, baring his claws. "She hangs out with your boyfriend _once_. Big deal! Stop making senseless accusations and leave the rest of us out of this!"

"I hate you so much right now," Astrid was seething. She pushed Hiccup away when he tried to intervene and went on, "You must only open your eyes when you're flying, because that… that _temptress_ has blinded you! Do you really believe what you're saying, or are you just trying to suck up to her like the other boys?"

"That's uncalled for," Batwings replied. His voice was over the hostile mark now. "I'm a dragon, if you haven't yet noticed, and she's a human. Do the math."

Astrid looked like she was about to snap at any minute, so Hiccup swiftly forced himself in between them before things could get any uglier. Sightless loyally stepped in too, in case he was needed.

"Astrid, seriously, what am I missing here?" he asked. "Let's just talk about this. No need for fighting."

Her tone suggested that she thought he was beyond stupid. "The first problem is that Batwings – and I don't know why or how this happened – has fallen head-over-heels for our 'guest'. The second problem – and the far more worrying one – is that said 'guest' is working for Alvin!"

"I still don't understand," Hiccup replied, yawning. "Like he said, Batwings is a dragon. And Heather's upstairs sleeping."

"Yeah?" she challenged. "Let's go have a look for ourselves then, shall we?"

Marching up the stairs without another word, Astrid left a very bewildered Sightless and a very disturbed Hiccup behind her. When the Haddock boy turned to see Batwings' reaction, all he saw was the door slamming shut, and the Siren nowhere to be found.

"For the love of every god in Valhalla…" he muttered to himself. "This bunch is going to be the death of me. Astrid's never had a problem with Batwings before, so what's wrong with them now?"

He thought it might have something to do with Heather, but Astrid's accusations were just so farfetched that he was too confused to decide.

At the top of the stairs, though, Hiccup found one thing out for certain. Heather was sound asleep, her chest rising and falling as she took constant, peaceful breaths.

"You see?" he asked. "Nothing's wrong. Don't you think it's possible that you saw something else?"

Astrid huffed and went downstairs.

"I mean, it's pretty dark out there," Hiccup added, following her.

She whirled on her friend with all swiftness. "Hiccup, I know what I saw. That girl is not who you think she is."

"She's homeless," replied Hiccup, cocking his head in befuddlement. He still didn't see what Astrid was so worked up about. "Don't you remember? She told us the whole story. She was abducted by pirates and her island is under siege."

"The only thing under siege is your brain," Astrid retorted. "I don't know who she is. No one does! You don't think it's strange that she mysteriously washed up on our beach?"

Hiccup shook his head.

Astrid sighed and looked away, giving him a reluctant nod. She left him to stand alone in the room, alone with his scattered thoughts and feelings.

* * *

><p><strong>Morning<strong>

"Dad, have you seen the book?" asked Hiccup.

His father was busy gathering up some potatoes and stuffing them in a large sack, to be put into the food storehouse. He told him, "You'll have to be a little more specific, son."

"The Book of Monsters!" Hiccup specified. "I can't find it anywhere, and I need it for today's class."

Stoick rubbed his head, trying to think. "I'm not sure, Hiccup. Perhaps Fishlegs has it. You know he likes to –"

Abruptly, the door slammed open with a loud bang, causing Torch to look up in alarm (Sightless was still upstairs, sleeping). Arachne stood there in the doorway, leaning against the frame and looking tired enough to collapse on the spot.

"She's gone," the Philston gasped.

"Who is?" prodded Stoick.

"Heather," Arachne confirmed, still out of breath. "I saw her… flying on some weird monster a few minutes ago. When I went to get Venomwing, she wouldn't respond! Someone slipped dragon nip into her breakfast and now she won't wake up!"

Close to tears now, Arachne started to sniffle. Hiccup felt a stab of pity for her, which was quickly replaced by dread. He thought back to what Astrid had said last night, and for the first time, he started to believe her.

"Get the others," he commanded. Arachne rushed off to do just that.

Turning to Stoick, Hiccup continued, "Dad, I need you to tell the village about this. Get them ready and prepare for a possible Outcast attack."

Not bothering to ask questions, Stoick nodded and grabbed his potatoes on the way out the door.

"Now I just need to get Batwings and tell him the bad news…" the Chief-to-be muttered. "Oh, I hate to do this. He'll be shaken up something fierce, if Astrid was right about him…"

"I was, wasn't I?"

Suddenly, Astrid was there in the doorway, arms folded and giving the scrawny Haddock junior a death stare.

"And don't bother trying to find him," she stated, pointing up to an empty rafter. "He and Mocktalk are gone. They left right after they were done slipping the dragon nip into our monsters' food. And they've gone after her."

It only took five minutes to get everyone gathered near the Berk Dragon Academy.

Arachne and Astrid had been right. Every monster, excluding Sightless, had been given dragon nip, which, when ingested, had acted as a powerful sedative that drugged them to sleep. Hiccup had been terrified when he checked on Sightless and the Gore Magala hadn't woken up, no matter how hard the Haddock boy shook him. It was only then that Sightless woke up on his own, and he had relaxed.

_Batwings was in charge of the academy's dragon nip supply this week,_ Hiccup thought, _but was he really the one to cause this?_

Thankfully, the Monster Riders' dragons hadn't been given any of the drug, and were as bright and aware as ever. They gathered up the dragons that they could and rounded them up in front of the academy, preparing to take off after Heather and Batwings.

"This is very, very bad," Fishlegs was muttering. "This is _worse_ than bad. This is _catastrophic_! If Alvin gets our book –"

"He won't," Hiccup reassured him, confidently enough to be believed.

"I don't understand," Snotlout lamented from atop Hookfang. "How could she resist _this_?" He gestured to himself, which the others ignored.

"How could I have not seen this?" asked Hiccup, more to himself than anyone else.

Not that Tuffnut didn't answer anyway. "Maybe because your brain was under siege."

"Do you even know what that means?" questioned Snaketail.

"Yes," the male Thorston replied indignantly. "Maybe. It's bad, right?"

"Very much so," Astrid replied, and glared at Hiccup heatedly. "And as for you, save the apology until we get Batwings and that book back."

Nodding, Hiccup climbed onto Sightless. Astrid sat behind him, preferring the Gore Magala's speed over Stormfly's for the moment. Meanwhile, Fishlegs and Arachne sat aboard the Deadly Nadder while Snaketail and Tuffnut mounted Horrorcow. Snotlout and Ruffnut took the former's Monstrous Nightmare.

"Let's go!" called Hiccup, readying for takeoff. "We can't let them reach Outcast Island."

Off they flew, four dragons and their riders on a quest to retrieve what was rightfully theirs.

"You know, I see us out on a romantic morning flight," Snaketail grinned to Tuffnut.

"You're out of your mind," came the blunt answer.

* * *

><p><strong>Sky over the Open Ocean<strong>

The Monster Riders hadn't been flying for long – Berk had vanished into the distance about five minutes ago – when they saw a wyvern with bronze scales lurching about in the sky, apparently unused to flying with someone riding it. And indeed, Heather could be seen sitting on its neck, gripping its crest for support.

"Does anyone know what that monster is?" Astrid called out to the group.

"I've seen it in the Book of Monsters," replied Hiccup. "Legs, break it down."

"It's a Seregios!" exclaimed Fishlegs. "It's the best of the best at aerial combat. Perfectly aerodynamic, terrible claws, broad wingspan allowing for great speed, and scales that it can fire from anywhere on its body. It's a Strike-class flying wyvern, meaning it's…"

"Fast and smart," finished Snaketail. "And it's dead ahead! We'll never catch them!"

"If Heather had always been its rider, definitely," Hiccup agreed. "But it can't live up to its potential with a total stranger."

"Where's Batwings?" asked Tuff. "I don't see him anywhere."

A hand over his eyes, Snotlout cut off the reply forming on Hiccup's tongue. "I see her! She's picking up speed!"

Hiccup held on tightly to the saddle, and all of his muscles tensed up as he prepared to do something. Astrid felt the change and did the same as he, already anticipating what was coming.

"She will be _so_ sorry that she ever helped me with Sightless' speed," Hiccup said. "Astrid, hold on!"

He clicked the stirrup, changing the position of the Gore Magala's new splint. They slowed down midflight, with Sightless raising his wings – and with a single thrust, he took off like a bolt shot from a Bowgun. Hiccup and Astrid rapidly left the other Monster Riders eating their dust, prompting them to urge their dragons on so they could catch up.

A rising scream built up in Sightless' throat, prompting Heather to glance back and catch sight of them. At the last possible moment, the girl tossed a chicken leg into the Seregios' waiting jaws, and it put on an abrupt burst of speed. Sightless was already slowing down from his previous burst, and they flashed ahead.

"Was that chicken?" Hiccup asked to no one in particular.

"I'm as clueless as you are," Astrid replied. "Hang on. This might be a crazy theory, but couldn't that be what Arachne's using to –"

She was abruptly cut off by a voice from Stormfly's back. "Seriously, are you really going to talk about this _now_?"

Hiccup shook his head. "Astrid, I'll try to get us in close. You try to get the book."

They urged Sightless after the other monster. The Seregios dove, dodged, whirled, and twirled through the air with all the speed a Strike-class monster was known for, always a wingbeat ahead of Sightless and his riders. But they kept on its tail, matching its every move, as they flew across the ocean, leaving the other Monster Riders behind them.

Sightless got close enough to bite at the Seregios' tail, but Heather fed it another morsel in time for it to speed ahead again, and the Gore Magala's jaws bit at empty air. The bronze-scaled beast let out a peculiar squeaking screech and lashed its tail, hurling some of its sharp scales behind it. Hiccup steered Sightless upwards, rising above their enemy.

Heather looked back and didn't see them, only the Monster Riders and their dragons that were lagging behind. Deciding that she was safe for now, she continued on her course. Unfortunately, she never thought to look up, where Hiccup and Astrid were poised to strike from above her.

"Keep him steady," Astrid said, crouching on top of the saddle.

"We'll catch you if you miss," replied Hiccup.

Giving them a "no-need-to-worry-I'll-be-fine" shrug, Astrid jumped off of Sightless' back with a yell and straight down onto the Seregios'.

Startled, Heather whipped around just in time to see the incensed Hofferson grab her arm. The raven-haired girl struggled to keep her grip on the Book of Monsters as she fought back against her, who was trying to wrench her off of her monster, and retaliated with a kick that almost sent Astrid over the edge. Crouching on the base of the Seregios' tail and gripping it for support – careful not to disturb the monster enough for it to have it flare its sharp scales on her – she suddenly lunged, grabbing Heather's shoulders this time.

"This is going to be awesome!" Tuffnut cried.

Hiccup looked over from his perch on Sightless. The male Thorston and the other Monster Riders were catching up on their dragons, as the speed of their pseudowyvern quarry had slowed significantly. Its rider was too busy grappling with Astrid to urge it ahead.

Suddenly, Fishlegs and Arachne flew up beside the Haddock boy on Stormfly. The nervous Fishlegs was much more worried than usual as he called over, "I hate being the voice of doom, but we're approaching Outcast territory!"

Gazes were averted to the horizon, and everyone saw the jagged peaks of Outcast Island rising up through the morning mist, directly ahead.

"Astrid, you might want to hurry things along!" snapped Snotlout.

"Give me a minute!" she snapped back, grunting when Heather attempted to grab her neck and throw her off. "She's stronger than she looks!"

Outcast Island loomed ever nearer, and the soldiers stationed amongst the craggy cliffs started to take notice of the monsters and dragons silhouetted against the dawn sky. One of their catapults fired the first shot, which missed by a wide margin. A hail of them began to hurtle through the sky one after the other, accompanied by a flurry of flame-tipped arrows from the archers amongst the catapults.

Meanwhile, Astrid and Heather continued to struggle. The latter's hands were encircling the former's wrist and neck, trying to keep her at bay. Astrid still had a free hand, though, and managed to strike Heather across the face. When the other girl faltered from the stinging pain, Astrid shoved forward – only for her arm to flare up in pain again, crippling her enough in that single moment for Heather to shove her back again, once again almost sending her toppling off the Seregios. The monster itself started to take note of their struggles, and its scales rattled menacingly.

More boulders and arrows sailed through the air, forcing the monsters and dragons to fly in erratic patterns in order to avoid them all. The Seregios followed their lead without the bidding of its rider, using its agility to dodge the obstacles easily. Its abrupt movements were throwing off Astrid and Heather, though, who began to focus more on keeping their balance than fighting. Astrid recovered first, though, and ripped herself free of her foe's grasp. Without wasting a second, she grabbed the hem of Heather's jacket and prepared to throw her into the jagged rock-filled ocean below.

"Don't you ever mess with us again!" she growled.

The Outcasts below took aim with one of their crossbows and fired a huge, bolas-tipped net that spun through the air, right on course for the Seregios and its two passengers. They didn't take note of it until it was far too late, as the net was already reaching out for them, ready to drag them down onto the hostile shores below…

… and then a green shape flew into view right in front of the Seregios, scaring it into rearing back in the air like a panicked horse. The net snared the Qurupeco instead of the monster and teens, and the bird wyvern and its rider fell toward Outcast Island instead. They landed near the catapults, where they were immediately swarmed by soldiers.

"That was Batwings!" squeaked Fishlegs in his high-pitched, panicky tone.

"He saved us by sacrificing himself," Astrid breathed, her grip on Heather loosening in shock.

That turned out to be a very bad move. The only reason Heather hadn't been completely bucked off of the Seregios was because Astrid was still holding onto her – so now there was nothing to stop her and the Book of Monsters from meeting their dark, watery demise. She screamed shrilly as her jacket, still held in Astrid's grasp, slipped off, and she started to fall.

Hiccup reacted instantly, clicking the stirrup and folding up Sightless' splint. The Gore Magala folded up his other wing, and they went into a plummeting dive after the girl and the book. But they were in for a shock.

Heather was fine. Where a helpless girl had been previously tumbling, a dazzlingly bright, purple-and-blue sea monster now spread its wings and started to fly away. It let out an unearthly screech as it madly flapped toward the island, directly toward where Batwings and Mocktalk had crashed and been captured.

"Siren…" whispered Astrid. She was so flabbergasted that she didn't notice Heather's jacket slip out of her hands next and fall into the water.

"Huh," commented Arachne. "That actually explains a lot."

"We're going after the book!" shouted Snotlout, sending Hookfang into a dive.

Indeed, the book was still falling helplessly toward the briny deep. Snotlout and Ruffnut held onto the Monstrous Nightmare as tightly as they could as they plunged after it. They both extended a hand as they neared it, fingers almost touching its pages…

And then the boulder missed them by inches.

Hookfang instinctively pulled up in a panic, and Snotlout missed the Book of Monsters as it fell open on the rocks below. Another boulder came at them, and Hookfang ducked under it. Ruffnut yelped as a flaming arrow grazed her arm, and with her help, Snotlout steered Hookfang away and back into the Monster Riders' flight formation.

There was another screech, and Hiccup suddenly flew into the flight formation as well, an unconscious Heather held securely in front of him. He must have knocked her out or something, because she was back in a human form again. The wings extending from her back were crumpled messily as she lay on her stomach, supported by Sightless and held down by a cautious Hiccup.

Stormfly, Sightless, Hookfang, Horrorcow, and the Seregios flew in grim silence back in the direction of Berk, leaving the cheers of the distant Outcasts behind.

"Please tell me you got it, Lout," Hiccup said.

There was no answer from the normally boastful Jorgenson. He and Ruffnut were determinedly looking away, distressed expressions on their faces.

"I guess that's it then," Snaketail murmured.

"Alvin has the Book of Monsters now," added Fishlegs, tears already streaking down his face.

"And Batwings," finished Arachne, sniffling.

Snotlout turned his head to glance at her, the mask of pity on his face a look that was seldom seen. It was out of place, seeing such an emotion on him.

From the island cloaked in the morning mists, the one that grew increasingly smaller and smaller as they left it behind, a faint yet piercing scream was heard.

Heather groggily woke up right before Batwings' futile cry for help echoed across the calm orange sky. And although she would never show it, the pitiful sound broke her heart.

* * *

><p><strong>Yes, Steve. I'm sure Monster Hunter fans will get my little joke.<strong>

**The funny thing is, Heather's monster's official English name was released practically the day before I started writing this chapter. Very convenient.**

**Part 3 of "Heather Report" coming soon! This is by no means over, my dear readers. Give a review and wait for the next installment of this suspense-filled episode!**
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_**Chapter 13**_

_**Heather Report Part 3**_

* * *

><p><strong>Outcast Island<strong>

An anguished roar came from the most recently-occupied cage inside the Outcasts' killing ring – recently transformed into a _training_ ring of sorts, now that Alvin and his crew were trying their hand at taming monsters of their own. Soldiers yelled and thrust with their Lances, driving back an emerald eel-like beast that was crashing its bulk against the bars in an attempt to escape. The bars were rattling noisily, but they were never dislodged.

The Siren shrieked at the stabbing pain, just under his wing, where the Outcast's Lance had pierced him. Moaning, he retreated back into the shadows and coiled up tightly, quiet from there on out. The Outcasts were laughing at him now, but he hardly cared.

In a way, he felt satisfied with where he was now. After all, the entire reason he was imprisoned was because he had flown in front of a net aimed for the girl his heart sang for. The landing had been painful, and being dragged across the island toward the training ring was even more so, but the Siren could rest easy knowing that the girl was in good hands.

He had grown feelings for the mysterious human shortly after she had washed up on Berk. Sirens were loyal dragons, so he found himself chasing after her and helping with whatever she asked. But then things had spiral out of control – the raven-haired maiden was working for the Outcasts, the very Vikings that had now had him caged, and trying to wheedle monster training information out of Hiccup and the Monster Riders. When the Siren learned this, he had been heartbroken, and the trust he had built up for her shattered. Still, he had secretly followed in order to keep her safe.

If he hadn't, he would never let himself live with the knowledge that she was captured and he was free.

Now, one singular thought pounded relentlessly, maddeningly, on his brain.

_How can I trust myself after this?_

When Mocktalk's mournful call pierced the otherwise silent air, echoing across the ring from another cage, it was the straw that broke the yak's back. Batwings coiled up a little tighter, making sure to hide his head inside his coils so that the Outcasts wouldn't see him crying.

* * *

><p>Meanwhile, back near the crash site, Savage and several other Outcasts were standing on the cliffs, straining their minute brains for a solution to the problem they were faced with.<p>

See, they wanted the Book of Monsters, and it was lying on the rocks about ten or so meters away from them. In a perfect world, one of them would have been able to simply stroll up to the edge of this particular cliff, retrieve the book, and bring it back. Unfortunately, the world was far from perfect, and therefore there was a teeny tiny obstacle that they had to get past first.

That obstacle was an abnormally large Tetsucabra. The demonic toad was baring its impressive tusks and standing guard over the book, beady eyes blinking a challenge to the comparatively small soldiers.

"Um… is that the book?" asked one of the Outcasts.

"Looks like it," mused Alvin's second-in-command, as if he wasn't sure what a book looked like. "The only question is, how are we going to get to it?"

The Tetsucabra grinned at them, daring them to come and get what it had claimed as its own.

Another Outcast piped up with a suggestion. "Well, if we had the monster book, maybe it would tell us what to do."

"You mean… _that_ book?" Savage sighed, pointing at it.

"Uh… right," said Outcast Two.

Savage adjusted his helmet and tapped his bone staff against his palm thoughtfully. "The husky smart kid back on Berk knows about these Boulder-class monsters. They're all very gentle. So go and take it from it!"

Outcast Two swallowed thickly. The Tetsucabra yawned.

"What are you waiting for?" called Outcast One. "It's just one little monster!"

Nodding, Outcast Two gripped his Great Sword a little more tightly and hesitantly walked up to the amphibian. As he did that, he talked reassuringly to it. "Uh, hello there, monster. If you, um, wouldn't mind… I'd, ah, just like to borrow your book…"

A titanic foot smashed down on top of the book right as his fingers were about to brush against it. The Tetsucabra howled, the sound blowing off Outcast Two's helmet, then effortlessly scooped him up with its tusks and tossed him over its shoulder. The soldier disappeared over the cliff behind it.

Snorting with satisfaction, the Tetsucabra turned its smug gaze back to the other Outcasts. _Anyone else?_ it seemed to be asking.

"That didn't work," muttered Savage. "Any other ideas?"

Outcast One, as well as his companion, turned away in response to his words and whistled idly as he admired the scenery.

"I thought not," Savage sighed, and miserably made his way toward the Tetsucabra…

* * *

><p><strong>Berk Monster Academy<strong>

The ears of the Berk Monster Riders were suddenly filled with the sound of a furious screech, and they stopped their training in order to simultaneously roll their eyes and think, _Oh Odin, not again._

Blackhawk the Yian Garuga swooped into the arena, keeping a firm hold on the twenty-foot serpent in her talons. The Siren writhed and snarled, putting up one heck of a fight, but the bird wyvern was far stronger than a mere dragon. Snaketail opened one of the cages on the other side of the arena, and Blackhawk effortlessly threw the Siren into it. The Seregios known as Steve scampered away so that the shapeshifting sea beast would hit the wall and not him.

Recovering immediately, the Siren launched herself with a terrible hiss at the Yian Garuga. Astrid, though, was faster – scrambling off of Blackhawk's saddle, she pulled the lever and shut the barred cage doors in the dragon's face.

"You can escape as many times as you would like," the Hofferson sneered smugly, "but you are not leaving this island. Not for a _long _time."

Her insolent tone sparked anger in the female Siren, who released a screech that made everyone in the academy wince. If Astrid was perturbed at all, however, she didn't let it show. She pushed her bangs out of her face and snapped, "Give it up, Heather. We have _monsters_."

Glaring a glare that would petrify anyone else, the slimy eel-creature vanished and replaced herself with a strikingly beautiful human girl with the strange addition of wings and claws. At least now Astrid and the others knew why she was so pretty – all Sirens were that good-looking, all the better to lure in their prey.

They also knew the reason behind her sneakiness. Sirens were natural and deadly tricksters.

"Please, I have to get back to Outcast Island," whispered Heather, anger evaporating and desperation taking its place. Everyone heard it in the dead silence that pervaded the arena.

"_Sure_ you do," snorted Astrid, and began to walk away.

"You don't understand!" Heather called, clutching at the bars. "Alvin has my parents! I need to save them!"

"Oh?" replied Astrid, in a tone that made it clear she didn't believe a word. "What happened to the pirates you told us about?"

The prisoner's anger started coming back in the form of annoyance. Flexing her wings threateningly, she hissed, "I made it up, I admit it. I needed you to trust me."

Arachne joined Astrid in front of the cell door. "Well guess what? We don't. No one does. Not anymore."

Both girls abandoned Heather to stew in her own fury, fear, and guilt. It was an odd combination of ingredients.

While she knew that she shouldn't have anything against her, Heather positively _hated_ the insolent Hofferson girl. So far, the Siren had attempted to escape several times, and had been caught by every one of the Berk Monster Riders at least once. Hiccup hadn't said a word when it had been his turn to retrieve her. Snaketail had bragged about it, Arachne had kicked her, the twins had laughed in her face, Fishlegs had actually apologized in what sounded like a sincere voice, and Snotlout had taken the opportunity to get a flirting remark in before he nearly had his head bitten off.

None of that, though, had anything on how irritating Astrid's sneering, condescending comments were. She seemed to (and probably did) take enjoyment out of Heather's misery. It was made even worse by the fact that Heather, a universally-feared sea dragon, was helpless to prevent any of the abuse. It drove her _mad_.

Heather slumped against the cage door and let out a sniffle. Steve crawled over to her side and curled up around her, his wyvern tongue licking away the tears that came. At least _someone_ still liked her.

Which, incidentally, had landed him in prison right at her side. How forgiving the Monster Riders were.

"Batwings wouldn't have let any of this happen," Heather said sadly. "He'd undoubtedly have told that Astrid off. To think I've actually grown to enjoy how friendly he was to me."

An image of the male Siren popped into her head. He was laughing at something Snotlout had done, and Heather could hear it so clearly that she let a faint smile come into existence at the memory of it. In the absence of any comforting statements or rambling speeches regarding monster knowledge, Heather couldn't help missing Batwings, the kind, wonderful, handsome…

_Did I just think that?_

Then the image faded, and Heather was forced to face reality.

_He's not coming back,_ she thought, the fact depressing her further. _He sacrificed himself to save me, and he's almost certainly dead._

Oddly enough, that bothered her. A lot.

* * *

><p>Hiccup gave Snotlout the signal. The big-headed Jorgenson boy replied with a thumbs-up and fired a good-sized rock from his portable catapult. The boulder sailed through the air and directly toward Fishlegs' back, and right before it would have hit him while he rode Heatray, the massive Gravios whipped around and swatted it away with his tail.<p>

"That was a little close, Lout!" Fishlegs called over.

"Quit your whining, Chicken-legs!" retorted Snotlout.

Letting out a rumbling chuckle, Heatray suddenly spat a superheated blast of magma at Snotlout's catapult. Feeling the heat before the beam even reached him, the arrogant boy screamed and dove out of the way. Mere seconds later, the lava struck the catapult and blew it to bits.

"Cut that out!" Snotlout roared.

"Quit your whining, Snotlout," mocked Fishlegs.

The entirety of the Monster Riders – minus one – had been training ever since last week. They were determined to get the Book of Monsters back from Alvin the Treacherous, and to rescue Batwings if he was still alive. The Berk Monster Academy had been declared open to the public, and there was a crowd of adults and children standing beyond the wire net that served as the academy's ceiling. Most were monster and dragon riders themselves, hoping to pick up some hot tips for combat in case the Outcasts invaded again.

Personally, Hiccup was enjoying the publicity. It made him feel good to see that the general population was watching and listening to him. Maybe he would open the Academy more often, if only to help the adult riders.

"Lout, Legs, that was good!" the Chief-to-be called now, starting his future career early by shouting out orders and advice to the other teens. "But keep in mind, the Outcasts aren't going to be coming one at a time!"

"You don't need to remind me," Fishlegs replied nervously, "I'm under enough stress as it is."

"You got it, Chief!" chirped Snaketail. As Twinhorn charged ahead and demolished several training dummies with her horn, crushing them underfoot, the Diablos' Grundenson rider continued, "We're working as hard as we can. We're only going to have one shot at getting the Book of Monsters back!"

"Really," muttered Fishlegs, "did I not make myself clear about the stress?"

King and Queen flew by just then, carrying the twins on their backs as usual. Queen spread her flammable dust around the arena, and King lit the powder and sent a wave of fire roaring toward Snotlout and Snotsnarl. The flames swept too close to the Tigrex's snout and frightened him, causing him to instinctively rear up and fling Snotlout off of his neck.

"Too early, you guys! You're supposed to time it perfectly!" Arachne reprimanded them, shooting down random targets with Venomwing's poisonous spit.

"Oops," Tuffnut replied. "Still working out the kinks."

There was a loud bellow from Snotsnarl, who was starting a rampage out of fear of the twins' previous wave of fire. He stamped his paws on the ground with huge crashing noises and lashed his tail ferociously, the display prompting some of the adult Vikings to back away from the academy.

"Can you calm him down, Snotlout?" yelled Astrid.

"Fine, whatever" he groaned. He grabbed his Brazen Clout hammer and charged toward the angry Snotsnarl with a truly Viking-like battle cry.

Hiccup bolted forward, Sightless loping behind. He wasn't about to let Snotlout hurt his monster, because it really looked like he was about to do that.

He needn't have been so concerned, though – when Snotlout reached Snotsnarl's side, he tossed his weapon aside and pounced on the Tigrex, grabbing his horns and wrestling his head into the ground.

"What did you do _that_ for?!" demanded Arachne, totally outraged.

"Figured that one out yesterday," Snotlout boasted in reply. "He loves it."

Fishlegs observed the pseudowyvern's tongue lolling out contentedly as he lay spread-eagled on the stone floor. "He _likes_ having his head crashed to the ground?"

"Sure," Ruffnut piped up. "Tuffnut does."

"What? I do?" Tuff looked at her in confusion. Then he shouted as Ruff jumped from Queen's back and threw her twin off King's. His head was slammed into the floor, the helmet making an audible clang upon impact.

"Oh yeah," he mumbled, dazed. "That _does_ feel kinda nice…"

Astrid rolled her eyes. "Can we get on with it? There could be a whole army coming at us!"

"Well?" prompted Snaketail. "We're waiting."

In response, the Hofferson vaulted onto Blackhawk's back, and the bird wyvern rose into a hover. When Astrid gave Ruffnut the signal, she had Queen breathe a plume of white-hot flame through the air before them.

"Spines, Blackhawk!" ordered Astrid.

The Yian Garuga obligingly flung five venomous tail spines through the blaze that whooshed in front of her. They came out of the curtain wreathed in flame and crackling with heat, and embedded themselves in the wall. One of the spines speared Tuffnut's helmet, still blazing.

"Kinda like that, too," he remarked, grinning.

Grinning as well, Astrid commented to herself, "That could work really well."

"She's right," agreed Hiccup. "Now, we should all take some time to work on our weapon skills as well." He unsheathed his Hunter's Dagger and retrieved his shield, then nodded to Astrid. "You can start us off."

With a grin, Astrid nodded back at him and readied her Midnight Blackwings. She reared her arm back and took aim at a distant target, but something immediately went wrong. Her arm seized up at the last moment, causing her to grunt in pain and hurl one of her Dual Blades at an odd angle. It flew at the target, but clattered off the wall beside it.

Frowning, Hiccup looked her over with concerned eyes. The blonde's arm had been acting up like this all week, and she knew the cause. Siren venom wasn't deadly, but it caused intense pain for several days after being injected. It was only one more reason for Astrid to resent Heather, who was watching everything observantly from her cage.

"Are you alright, Astrid?" asked Hiccup, goading Sightless over to her.

When the Gore Magala tried to lick her hurting arm, she stubbornly pushed him away. "I'm fine," she insisted. "I'll just have Goathi look at it later. She probably has something to counteract Siren poison."

By now, everyone had gotten their monsters under control, and were gathering around Hiccup and Astrid with their weapons in tow. Hiccup watched Snaketail expertly prepared her Charge Blade – the sword and bladed shield that could combine to form an axe – with pride. He never failed to enjoy watching her use the weapon he had invented for her.

"You know," came Heather's voice. Everyone turned to look at her, and she continued, "All of that training is good and all, but Alvin obviously isn't going to hand your book over to you."

"Are you trying to make us doubt ourselves?" growled Arachne. "It isn't working."

From within the cage, Steve let out a squeaking shriek that frightened the little Philston away.

"She kinda has a point," Fishlegs said timidly. The husky boy flinched as Astrid nailed him with a glare, and hurriedly added, "I-I don't like it either, but she's kinda, sorta right! I mean, Alvin is going to do everything he can to keep us away from the Book of Monsters. And he _definitely_ won't hand it over to us that easily."

Right then, Arachne smirked, an expression that took its time creeping across her face. "No… but maybe he'll hand it over to Heather."

Heather perked up a little.

"I think Arachne's been eating dragon nip again," whispered Snaketail.

Hiccup winced as said teen doubled over in pain when Astrid's fist met her stomach. He asked, "Why is it always violence with you?"

Putting a hand on his shoulder, she assured him, "It's not violence, its communication."

Stepping forward, Tuff raised his hand and asked, "So wait, are you suggesting that we let Heather go? After everything she did?"

"Sort of," Astrid grinned slyly.

There was an exchange of skeptical glances from all of the teens.

"Yep," concluded Snaketail. "Definitely dragon nip."

* * *

><p><strong>Evening, Thor's Beach<strong>

After Astrid had explained her plan, the majority of the Monster Riders agreed – with varying degrees of reluctance – that her idea was a good one, or at least worth a shot anyway. Arachne had been all for it, while Hiccup had been initially against it, concerned for Astrid's safety and worried that she would get hurt or captured. Unfortunately, he had no choice to go along with it, and was starting to warm up to the plan. Slightly.

The day of hard work had begun. After cancelling their monster and weapon training early, Hiccup and the gang spent the rest of the daylight hours gathering materials and using them to build a very small sailboat, big enough for one or two people at most. Now, after the sun had already set, they were almost ready to put the plan in motion.

"Th-This is going to work, right?" Fishlegs asked. "B-Because if it doesn't work, then Alvin's gonna know all our monster secrets! A-And if Alvin knows all our monster secrets –"

"Fishlegs!" shouted Hiccup, breaking hm out of his nervous rant. In a calmer tone, he said, "It'll work."

The pudgy boy nodded and repeated in muttered tones, "It'll work, it'll work, it'll work…"

The sound of distant footsteps arrived, crunching ever so slightly on the sand.

"Ah," Hiccup murmured. "That must be…"

He trailed off as a figure melted flawlessly out of the shadows and into the moonlight farther up the beach, Heather style.

"It's Heather!" cried Tuffnut.

"Get her!" Ruffnut agreed, and the two of them ran full force at her.

"That rhymes!" added Tuff.

The humorous remark came right before he pounced, alongside his sister. They landed right on top of the figure, wrestling her to the ground. The male Thorston shouted at her, "You. Must. Stay. In. Your. Cell! How many times do we have to tell you?"

Then he was mercilessly slugged in the face when he failed to keep a hold on the black-haired girl's arm. Tuff fell back onto the sand – "Oh, I am hurt! I am _very_ much hurt!" he yelped – and Ruff followed him when the figure used her free arm to throw her away.

"It's me, you muttonheads!" growled Astrid.

She sat up and dusted herself off. She was in a disguise that made her look almost identical to Heather, right down to the hairstyle, hair color, and even the clothes, with the brown coat sitting over top of the green shirt.

"Sorry Astrid," Tuff said bluntly. "That disguise is totally convincing."

"Yeah, I could tell," Astrid muttered, stalking away.

Right as she was about to get on the boat, Hiccup stopped her by putting a hand on her shoulder. "You're sure about this? We can always shadow you from the sky."

Astrid sighed and admitted, "No, I'm not. But it's our only chance. And you really don't need to shadow me."

"It'll make me feel better," confessed Hiccup.

"Fine," the girl agreed. "But if Alvin sees you…"

"…It'll all be over," Snaketail finished for her, grimly.

"Don't worry about us," the Chief-to-be assured, his determined emerald gaze fixed on Astrid. "With our monsters, we'll be fine. All you have to do is get the book and get out of there. I'll – we'll be waiting for you," he corrected hastily.

Noticing the slipup, Astrid smiled and lightly kissed him on the cheek. With all due speed, she clambered over the side of the boat and opened the sail. Fishlegs pushed the boat into the water, and the wind did the rest.

"Stay safe," Hiccup murmured.

By the time the gang went to get their monsters, the boat had already been carried away by the tide.

* * *

><p><strong>Berk Monster Academy<strong>

All was silent, until the sounds of a cheerful tune could be heard coming from beyond the gate. It was Bucket, humming to himself as he happily carried a large bowl of food toward the academy, not perturbed by the sound of wyvern snores coming from the only occupied cage.

"Are you hungry?" Bucket called in a sing-song voice. "We have a lovely cabbage soup tonight. Yummy!"

The half-brainless Viking peered through the bars and into the darkness of the enclosure. Besides the faint glimmer of Steve's bronze scales as he shifted in his sleep, there was no movement, and no sign of the cage's other inhabitant.

Even Bucket knew what that meant.

"Oh no, not again!" he despaired. "She got out! Stoick is going to kill me…"

There was a scream, and then a muffled *thump*.

Heather, having concealed herself by climbing up the wall with difficulty and positioning herself right above the cage entrance, had fell down upon Bucket and landed right on his back. He had yelled in fear, but Heather quickly silenced him by using her weight to shove him to the ground and knock his head against the stone floor. Despite the bucket he wore, the impact had knocked him out instantly.

"Sorry, Bucket," she hissed quietly, dragging him out of the cage and leaving him on the academy floor. "I have to get to Outcast Island, and nothing is going to stop me."

The female Siren dashed out of the academy and took flight, a black shape against the starry sky. No one was out and about, so it was child's play for her to steal a saddle from Gobber's forge while Silversol and his Gold Rathian mate slept. She returned to the academy and snuck into her cage, the saddle tucked under her arm.

Her hand brushed against Steve's snout, and the wyvern was awakened in an instant. Eyes snapping open, he opened his wings with a shriek and flung several sharp scales from his tail at his rider. Heather ducked under them, and they embedded themselves in the wall behind her.

"Okay," she murmured, "note to self, never startle a sleeping Seregios."

Picking up the saddle again, which she had dropped in her haste, Heather approached her monster with a cautiously-outstretched hand. Steve nudged her fingers affectionately and then crouched down to allow her onto his back. As Heather put the saddle on and tightened the straps, she caught him watching her expectantly.

"It's alright, it's your old pal Heather," she said apologetically. "We're going to go on a little trip. And no, no chicken tonight," she added. She finished her work and hopped onto the saddle. "That wasn't so hard. Now, let's go help our friends."

Steve reared up and let out a piercing cry, throwing Heather off balance. As she frantically grabbed onto his crest, he galloped off across the arena, through the gate, and rose into the night sky with eager beats of his wings.

"Come on boy, let's go!" cheered Heather, grinning giddily as she steered Steve on a direct course to the distant Outcast Island.

And if there was anyone out for a late-night stroll back to his smithy that caught sight of her and took note of her route, she didn't notice him.

* * *

><p><strong>Sky over Outcast Island<strong>

Onward the Monster Riders flew, getting closer to their destination with every wingbeat. They traveled high above the calm waters, each carrying a sack or basket full of fresh fish for reasons that would become very apparent soon enough.

Outcast Island was a wild monster nesting ground, and the breeds to be found there were far more ferocious than the happier, more well-fed monsters of Berk.

"I want to go on record by saying I'm not so sure about this plan, Hiccup," called Fishlegs, keeping his voice down in case any keen monster ears overheard.

"If you have another one, I'm open," the Haddock boy replied.

Indignantly, Fishlegs protested, "I just think that landing in a nesting ground for wild monsters is really going to freak Heatray out!"

Below him, the Gravios let out an excited sort of growl and commenced flapping faster, his huge wings propelling his huge bulk after the rest of the Monster Riders.

"Think about this," suggested Snaketail. "How does he feel about flaming arrows and catapults?"

"Yeah, he doesn't really like those either," mumbled the Ingerman.

Twinhorn grunted something that sounded almost like, _You don't say._

Snotlout pulled up next to them and said haughtily, "Tell you what. When we get there, sit back and let the _real_ monsters do all the work."

"Oh, you're a real monster alright," Arachne muttered.

Growing ever more nervous, Fishlegs babbled, "I don't think any of you know what a swarm of wild monsters is really capable of!"

When Snotlout and Snaketail had flown farther ahead, Ruff and Tuff came up on either side of Fishlegs and started a conversation as if the larger boy wasn't even there.

"Hey, you know what would be really cool?" Tuff asked loudly.

Nonchalantly, Ruff replied, "Flaming arrows, catapults…"

"… _and_ wild monsters!" they finished together. They flew off on their elder dragons, cackling like maniacs at Fishlegs' stricken expression. He shuddered and said nothing from there on out.

Nearly an hour later, give or take, the teens were flying leisurely through the not-so-tricky maze of towering, rocky sea stacks that made up the area around Outcast Island. It was totally silent, more so than even Graveyard Island, other than the sounds of their monsters' wings chopping the air with each stroke.

"See that, Fishlegs?" asked Hiccup. "You got yourself all worked up for nothing."

Right on cue, there was a series of growls and snarls that sounded from the rock spires around them. Then, a menagerie of monsters appeared from within their nests in the various crevasses – Hiccup counted three Yian Kut-Kus, two Rathians, and, most shockingly, a Gurunzeburu wielding an entire pear tree. The big blue beast was also called the Barbarian Wyvern, and was a breed exclusive to Outcast Island. Its jagged nose horn gleamed in the moonlight as it rushed forward with its wooden weapon.

The water wasn't safe, either. Four Gobuls had appeared on the surface, their eerily-glowing lanterns bobbing up and down as they snapped their wide jaws in anticipation of a meal.

"Uh, you were saying?" said Snaketail.

"Alright, guys," Hiccup called back as he and Sightless pulled ahead to meet the flock head-on. "Stick to the plan, no matter how crazy it gets!"

"I _love_ crazy!" hooted Snotlout. "Bring it on, wild monsters!"

The two flocks – the riders' flock and the wild one – soared straight for each other, neither side giving an inch. But then, before they would meet in a ferocious flurry of teeth and claws, Sightless zoomed upward in a sudden evasive maneuver.

"Now!" cried Hiccup.

One after the other, baskets and sacks of fish dropped and allowed their contents to fall free. The wild monsters immediately went for the falling seafood, the intruders to their territory already forgotten as they swooped down to feast. The Gurunzeburu dropped its tree in favor of filling its talons with delicious morsels. What wasn't snatched up by the airborne monsters was vigorously gobbled by the ravenous Gobuls below.

"Yes, we did it! Stupid monsters!" Arachne crowed, holding up a large mackerel in triumph.

And that was when a monster melted out from literally nowhere and snatched her and the mackerel off of a stupefied Venomwing's back with its long, sticky tongue. Hiccup gasped as he recognized the purple-pink skin tone, googling eyes, and leaf-shaped tail – it was the invisible elder dragon, Chameleos!

Clicking the stirrup, Hiccup and Sightless chased the Chameleos as it flew up over the tallest stone spire yet, a sea stack that towered above the rest. Venomwing followed, determined to rescue her rider. The Chameleos' thin wings beat at a rapid pace, moonlight shining through them. Arachne was busy trying to disentangle herself from the lizard-like monster's tongue.

"Let go of the fish!" called Hiccup. "Venomwing will catch you!"

"No!" Arachne shot back. "That's my dinner!"

"Just do it!" the Chief-to-be yelled, patience wearing thin.

The ten-year-old let go of the fish, allowing it to drop toward the ocean below. At once, the Chameleos released its hold on her and dove after it. Venomwing swooped down and neatly caught her on her back, emitting a happy hiss as she did so.

Hiccup sighed to himself. They were off to a pretty rough start, and all because his group was too… well, wild for him to control.

_This plan had better work,_ he thought, _because it isn't exactly going smoothly so far._

On the bright side, getting everyone to work as a cohesive unit instead of a bunch of loose cannons would be excellent practice for when he became Chief…

* * *

><p><strong>Outcast Island<strong>

The fog was thick and hovered close to the water, reaching up with ghostly fingers to coil around the ominous rock spires that rose up from the ocean like obelisks. Astrid stubbornly kept her eye on her map, only looking up occasionally to steer her boat away from the rocks. She was unsure about whether or not she was getting closer to her destination – the Odin-damned fog kept interfering.

Odin must have heard the Hofferson's mental complaint, because the fog suddenly lifted somewhat, and she found herself staring at the jagged peaks that defined Outcast Island. Gulping at the foreboding sight, Astrid continued to steer the boat slowly through the obstacle course that made up the waters surrounding the landmass.

Astrid was surprised that she hadn't come across any monsters. Supposedly, this island was infested with them because it was a nesting ground, or something like that. She could be excused if she didn't entirely remember Fishlegs' lecture on the subject several days ago.

Suddenly, a wyvern flew low over the boat before vanishing into the rising mist. Astrid couldn't get a good look at it before it disappeared, but it was enough for her to confirm that, indeed, Outcast Island was a dangerous place to be for a Viking.

She was in for another startling surprise. Practically as soon as her boat hit shore and she rounded a bend in the narrow, lonely path that wound into the mountains, Astrid came across Savage and three other Outcasts carrying Bowguns. She almost panicked, but resisted the urge to run and hide.

_Keep calm,_ she reminded herself. _You're not a member of the Berk Dragon Academy. You're not a Monster Rider. You're a fellow Outcast… or at least an ally of them._

Savage was squinting at her. "We thought you'd been captured," he said suspiciously.

"I was," Astrid replied, altering her voice to a slightly higher pitch, "but I managed to get away."

Examining her for a second or two more, Savage stood up straighter and laughed, apparently convinced that he wasn't talking to an enemy. "Well then, it's good to see you safe and sound," he chuckled unpleasantly, then turned to the soldiers behind him. "Get rid of her."

"What?!" Astrid couldn't help but exclaim.

"We don't need you anymore," Savage informed her, as idly as if he was commenting on the weather.

The soldiers took aim, and Astrid's heart nearly stopped right then and there.

At that very instant, a crazy, impossible, I-don't-want-to-die kind of plan popped into her head, and she went with it without fully thinking it through. She had only seconds to live, after all – there was no time to waste.

"Savage, wait!" she cried. "You _do_ need me – I can prove it! You have the book, but it's only worth something if you know how to use it."

Interested, Savage cocked an eyebrow and waited for her to continue.

"I've watched the Monster Riders!" Astrid insisted. "I've learned from them by observing them train their monsters. If you don't know how to use it, then you may as well not have any book at all."

Despite himself, Savage looked interested.

_This might just work,_ thought Astrid, satisfied for now.

Her bad arm flared with pain, and she winced on the inside. She had bought herself a few more minutes, and she only needed to earn a little bit more before she could make her escape.

* * *

><p><strong>Trust me, you do not want your true love to send a Gurunzeburu wielding a pear tree. Or even your worst enemy.<strong>

**Stay tuned, readers! The climactic finale of "Heather Report" will come in the next chapter! Make sure to leave a review after reading.**
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_**Chapter 13**_

_**Heather Report Part 4**_

* * *

><p>"What's that on yer 'elmet?" snickered Alvin, pointing to a film of green slime on Savage's helmet. Astrid hadn't noticed it before.<p>

"Ah… amphibian mucus," his second-in-command answered sheepishly. "You might want to read the Tetsucabra chapter."

_So he got slimed and not mauled by a Tetsucabra?_ Astrid chuckled to herself. _I don't know if he should be counted as lucky or unlucky._

She had been taken straight to the center of the island, where Alvin waited with the Book of Monsters on the arm of his throne-like seat, the kind that most Chiefs sat on. They were inside a canyon-like enclosure that was so snug that Alvin had claimed it as his own chamber. Currently, the barbarian had taken Savage's advice and was now reading a page or two of the Book of Monsters, and Astrid was trying to digest the fact that the brute _could actually read_.

Who knew?

"This is very interestin'. I say we put this knowledge ta good use sometime soon," he remarked, and put the book down again. Peering at Astrid, fooled as easily as Savage by her disguise, he drawled, "Now, 'eather. Ya say tha' this is complicated, but it looks pretty straightforward ta me."

"It's anything but straightforward, Alvin," argued Astrid.

He sniffed and responded, "If there's one thing I know, it's that people will say anythin' to keep themselves alive. Right, Savage?"

The comparatively scrawny man let out a kind of nervous giggle and piled on, "Absolutely, Alvin. Right as usual."

"Ya see?" the Outcast leader guffawed heartily. "Now, ya say I need you to interpret what's in this book in order ta use it properly, but I say it's nothin' but a ploy."

Astrid smiled at him innocently and offered, "Fine, give it a try."

There was a reason behind her smug feeling of superiority. No one knew better than a Monster Rider that instructions weren't enough to tame a monster.

Scowling, Alvin threw the book to a guard nearby. "You 'eard the girl!"

The Outcast gulped as he opened up the book and glanced at the far end of the natural chamber, where two other guards were trying to subdue a Nargacuga. The black cat-like monster was almost invisible in the shadows as it struggled, lashing its spiny tail and slashing with its blade-edged wings. It easily drove the guards away.

"Right," said the Outcast. "Uh… what kind of monster is this?"

Alvin gave him a 'how-am-I-supposed-to-know' look and then directed it at Astrid.

"It's a Nargacuga," the Hofferson in disguise told the guard. "You need the page number?"

He flipped through the book until he found the right page. "Nope, nope, right here. Let's see… Nargacuga. Sharp-class monster, throws darts from its tail, very sure of itself, constant preening." Closing the Book of Monsters, he concluded, "Alright, I'll appeal to its pride."

Astrid nodded admirably from the sidelines. It was a remarkable breakthrough for the brainless barbarian.

"Uh," the Outcast began, taking tentative steps toward the Nargacuga. "Hello there, monster. You certainly are a lovely girl."

The Nargacuga took notice of him and twitched its tail in a pleased way, ducking its head and preening modestly.

The soldier continued, "O-Or are you a handsome boy? Because who could tell?"

Astrid facepalmed.

Shrieking in outrage, the Nargacuga snapped its tail over its head and shot its needles at him. Fortunately for the Outcast, he managed to grab a fallen shield and shield himself, so to speak, from the razor-sharp projectiles. Growling under its breath, the Nargacuga went back to its preening, and the other Outcasts managed to lead it out of the chamber.

"Like I said," Astrid spoke up again, "the book can only get you so far, Alvin."

Alvin grunted, seemingly put off by her boldness. "Then if that's the case, you can show us 'ow ta do it the right way!"

He gestured to Savage, and the aide – as well as the soldier that had just narrowly escaped death – led the Hofferson girl out of the chamber, down a mountainous trail, and into a partially sealed tunnel. They shut the door behind her, and she simply peered back at them through the wide slot in the door expectantly.

"What?" asked Savage.

"The book," she replied. "I need it. I didn't memorize it, after all."

With a reluctant noise, Savage tore the book from his fellow Outcast's grasp and slipped it through the slot. Astrid caught it and allowed a fleeting expression of triumph to flicker across her face.

_Now I need to get back to Hiccup and the others,_ she thought determinedly.

As she half-expected, the tunnel she was locked into led to the Outcast's monster killing arena. It was massive, twice as big as the one back on Berk, and was marred with countless bloodstains and scorch marks. The cages were more or less a hodgepodge of iron bars welded together at weird angles. On the rim of the arena, where it was guarded by a wire ceiling, Alvin appeared with Savage flanking him. He motioned for his second-in-command to open one of the cage doors.

_Please be a bird wyvern,_ Astrid prayed silently. _Please be a Yian Garuga…_

As the rising sun played its first dim rays across the arena, one of the cage doors creaked open. Blasting out from it with a terrible roar was a Gurunzeburu, its wings flapping and claws stomping so vigorously that it looked in danger of falling over. Figures that the Outcasts would have one in their arena.

The enraged wyvern immediately made for Astrid, who dodged and allowed it to slam into the wall behind her. While it was stunned, she took the opportunity to flip through the Book of Monsters. She cursed – there was next to nothing useful about the Gurunzeburu. However, there was a bit about Fear-class monsters in general, so she figured that that would have to do.

Gingerly approaching the monster, which had calmed down slightly and was no longer thrashing, Astrid stretched out her hand and murmured, "Okay, big boy. It's you and me now. Just work with me here."

Apparently, the Gurunzeburu wasn't in the mood. It roared and charged forward with its great horn primed to spear her on the tip, but she avoided it in the nick of time. The flying wyvern realized that it had missed, and turned around, softly growling and stalking toward her with slow footsteps.

"Alright, check that off the list," said Astrid, with as much confidence as she could manage. Putting the book down on the ground, she added, "The direct approach works best."

This time, it was she that charged, running toward the surprised Gurunzeburu with a mighty Viking battle cry. She leapt on it and grabbed its neck, trying to mount it. Casually, it tossed its head and sent her flying into a wall.

"This isn't anything my soldiers 'aven't tried!" the blonde Monster Rider heard Alvin shout through her daze. "Yeh'll 'ave ta do better!"

Head spinning, Astrid stood up and brushed herself off. "The one time I wish Snotlout was here… he's good at handling monsters like this, as much as I hate to confess that…"

_Wait a minute._

* * *

><p><strong>Flashback<strong>

"_What did you do __**that**__ for?!" demanded Arachne, totally outraged._

"_Figured that one out yesterday," Snotlout boasted in reply. "He loves it."_

_Fishlegs observed the pseudowyvern's tongue lolling out contentedly as he lay spread-eagled on the stone floor. "He __**likes**__ having his head crashed to the ground?"_

"_Sure," Ruffnut piped up. "Tuffnut does."_

"_What? I do?" Tuff looked at her in confusion. Then he shouted as Ruff jumped from Queen's back and threw her twin off King's. His head was slammed into the floor, the helmet making an audible clang upon impact._

"_Oh yeah," he mumbled, dazed. "That __**does**__ feel kinda nice…"_

* * *

><p>The memory echoed in Astrid's mind even as it faded away, carrying with it a simple truth and a glimmer of hope. If Snotlout could calm Snotsnarl down by throwing his head to the ground, maybe it would work for the Gurunzeburu she was faced with.<p>

That in mind, she charged for the flying wyvern again, this time going at it head-on. Before it could react to her, in its mind, stupidity, she had pounced on its head and fastened her small-yet-powerful hands around the huge horn extending from its snout.

Fury coming back with a vengeance, the Gurunzeburu reared up and bellowed its rage to the early morning sky, the sound reverberating around the massive arena. It started to shake, thrash, flap its wings, jump up and down – anything to get the annoying little pest off of its prized horn.

Astrid kept up her grip no matter what it did. But then, as the monster began to move forward, she turned her head to look behind her and saw the wall coming up behind her, and fast. She barely had enough time to brace for impact before its head collided with the rock wall, slamming her with almost bone-crushing force.

"Well," came Alvin's voice from above, "that's the end of 'er."

_Oh yeah?_ Astrid replied mentally, struggling against the Gurunzeburu's strength. Impossibly, she pushed its head away from the wall, using her legs as leverage. Staring defiantly into its eyes, she pulled its horn toward the ground with a mighty twist and crashed it into the floor.

The Gurunzeburu went from crazed to calm in record time, its tongue flopping out of its jaws and a rumbling gurgle of happiness making its way up from its throat.

"Did ya see that?!" cheered Alvin, laughing. "I told ya she knew wha' she was doin'!"

"Yes, you certainly did," Savage agreed, with a none-too-enthusiastic sigh.

Grinning, Astrid climbed up onto the Gurunzeburu's back and held on tightly. "What do you say we get out of here?" she asked.

The barbaric flying wyvern let out an answering roar of approval and stomped toward the exit. Outcast soldiers appeared suddenly, ready to stop us with their various weapons. The Gurunzeburu responded with a huge blast of water that doused and scattered the Outcasts as effectively as any fire blast would.

"Goin' somewhere?" Alvin called down.

"As far away from this place as possible!" she retorted.

Then Savage and another soldier led two frightened-looking Vikings up to the edge of the arena, and everything Astrid thought she knew was turned upside down.

"Without yer parents?" asked Alvin, grinning maniacally.

_Parents?_ Astrid repeated to herself. _Heather was actually telling the truth? That's a first…_

Alvin continued, saying, "I think it's a fair trade for that book! Either that, or you can leave and I'll kill 'em meself!"

While Astrid had no doubt that the Outcast leader would kill them anyway, but a look into the terrified Vikings' eyes stopped her from urging her new mount onward. They clearly thought that the being they thought was their daughter was about to betray them.

_Hang on,_ she thought, _how could a Siren be their daughter? Unless they're dragons in disguise as well. That would make sense, I guess. But first thing's first, I have to come up with a new plan._

The contingent of Outcasts, leading their two captives, walked down into the training ring while more soldiers backed Astrid and the Gurunzeburu back into a corner, near one of the cages.

"Well, let's 'ave it," Alvin growled, extending a meaty hand for the Book of Monsters.

"Send them over first," Astrid insisted. She trusted him no farther than she could throw the island they stood on.

Rolling his eyes, he reluctantly conceded, "Fine…" and shoved the Vikings over.

Astrid allowed her face to light up with what hopefully passed as mock joy. "Mom! Dad!" she exclaimed, hugging them lightly. Then, she raised her eyes furtively and hissed, "I'm an acquaintance of Heather's. I'm here to help you."

A sudden scuffling sound from the cage next to them made them jump. The Gurunzeburu growled, a bit edgy. A familiar face emerged from the shadows, looking worn and exhausted but radiating hope.

"Astrid?" whispered Batwings, blinking at her. "Is it really you?"

The Hofferson in disguise nodded and flashed him a grin. He hadn't yet been seen by the Outcasts, so he crept closer.

"Nice disguise," he admitted. "And sorry for what I said to you earlier. It was uncalled for, and I was wrong all along."

"No," she replied in a murmur. "I was wrong, and you were right. Heather was only trying to save her parents."

Batwings stubbornly responded, "No, I was wrong. I got myself captured because of it. And anyway –"

"Ya do realize I'm never gonna let you leave with that book?" Alvin cut him off, his hand still extended in Astrid's direction.

"No kidding!" she shot back, then lowered her voice again. "When I tell you, drop to the ground. It's about to get pretty wet in here. As for you, Batwings…"

"I'm ready," the dragon told her, beginning the shapeshifting process.

While Alvin was growing impatient quickly, Astrid readied to execute her hastily-thought-up escape plan. She cried out loudly in order to startle the Outcasts, then tossed the Book of Monsters high into the air. "_NOW!_"

Many things happened in the next few seconds. Heather's parents instantly hit the ground. Astrid muttered an apology to the Gurunzeburu before swatting it across the muzzle, prompting it to go on a rampage and start spraying high-pressure water blasts everywhere. The wyvern's tail flicked the lever next to Batwings' cage, and the serpentine Siren lunged out of the open cell and caught the Book of Monsters in his mouth. Batting aside Outcasts with his tail, Batwings slithered off to another side of the arena, seemingly toward the exit. But instead of escaping, he opened another cage door and released a very recognizable Qurupeco from its cramped depths.

That was when everything started to go wrong. Heather's dad, as he ran for the exit after Batwings, was caught by a bolas flung by Savage. When his wife went to help him, she was caught as well. The Gurunzeburu found itself cornered by Outcasts all of a sudden, while Alvin tossed a Hammer at Batwings and forced him to spit out the Book of Monsters. Astrid went for the fallen book, but was snatched up by Alvin along with it.

"Mocktalk save Astrid!" warbled Mocktalk, and ran forward with a squawk. But he didn't get far, and a third bolas tangled up his feet and made him trip.

Understandably, Astrid's heart sank as she realized how bleak the situation was.

* * *

><p>In the sparse forest covering the area near the Outcast village, the rest of the Monster Riders finally landed, just as the sun was peeking over the horizon. They let their monsters relax for a little bit while they waited for the right moment to fly down and rescue Astrid – and Batwings, if he was still alive.<p>

Hiccup's concerned thoughts were rudely interrupted by Snotlout, who was making loud and obnoxious birdcalls. "What are you doing?" the Haddock boy asked him wearily.

"Duh, that's our signal," his cousin replied, as if it were the most obvious thing ever.

"Guys, we talked about this," Arachne said, clearly frustrated. "We don't give the signal this time. Astrid does."

"Like any of this matters anyway!" Fishlegs worried, fidgeting in that Fishlegs way of his. "She's almost an hour late! I never should have let her go. Alvin must have figured out what was going on and –"

"GUYS!" shouted Arachne. She pounded her head against a boulder with a groan.

"The costume sucked," said Tuffnut, staring idly up at the sky. "I told you guys."

Sighing, Hiccup told them, "Come on, everyone. She'll be here. It's Astrid, remember?"

However, deep down, he was starting to grow unsure of himself. He was patient under normal circumstances, but it was wearing thin as the minutes crawled past. He tapped his prosthetic leg on the ground and scratched Sightless under the chin half-heartedly, and he growled comfortingly in reply. The Gore Magala could tell when his rider was out of sorts, and already knew that said rider was feeling quite concerned for the Astrid girl's welfare.

All of a sudden, something moved on the horizon. Hiccup stood up, and with a thrill of joy and relief, saw Astrid walking towards them from a cliff in the distance. She waved as two other, unfamiliar, Vikings came up from behind her.

"That's the signal!" Hiccup cried to the others.

They all boarded their monsters, and when Hiccup gave the call to action, they all shot off into the sky and towards the waiting trio.

Landing first was Hiccup and Sightless. The boy hopped off of his monster and ran toward Astrid for a quick but tight hug. The Vikings behind her gave startled shouts as Sightless thrust his muzzle close to them in an effort to investigate what they were.

"Who's this?" Hiccup asked. He stepped back a couple of steps, away from Astrid, to get a better look at the two adults.

"Heather's parents," Astrid replied, with a slight sarcastic edge. "She was telling the truth, just go with the plan."

What wasn't part of the plan, however, were the Outcast soldiers that suddenly appeared from behind the trees and rocks surrounding the cliff.

Surrounded, Hiccup and Sightless guarded Astrid and Heather's parents as they stared down Alvin, who was currently striding down the last of the mountainous path before them and carrying the Book of Monsters with him. The Gore Magala snarled as he sniffed the air and detected the despicable man's scent.

"'iccup!" Alvin bellowed. "I bet yer surprised to see me!"

Chuckling, Hiccup replied, "Not really. This is where you live – hey, easy, bud," he added, patting Sightless' head. His monster's horns had flicked forward, and he let out a scream that sent the Outcasts stumbling a few paces away.

"Yeh know, 'iccup," said Alvin, "with this book, yer knowledge of monsters, an' my knowledge of warfare, we could make quite the team! 'ow does that sound?"

"Hmm," Hiccup pretended to think. "Insane. Demented. Delusional. Stupid."

As he rattled off more adjectives, listing them on his fingers as he did so to add to the effect, Alvin raised an eyebrow in a mystified way.

"Alright," the Outcast leader finally replied. "You'll just hafta agree to disagree. Yer a smart boy, 'iccup. I can't let ya leave the island."

"And you're a smart murderous barbarian, Alvin," Hiccup shot back, jumping atop Sightless once more. Astrid followed him aboard. "You know that I have a better plan than this."

Slapping a fist into his open palm, Alvin declared, "So do I!"

A brief, tense silence followed, in which the only sound that could be heard was Sightless' cloak flapping in the breeze.

"NOW!"

Two voices shouted the order, and two groups sprang into action. The Berk Monster Riders came soaring out of nowhere to do battle, while the Outcasts took out their weapons and charged to meet them. The clearing rapidly descended into chaos, with the monsters and the evil Vikings clashing back and forth. Snotsnarl blasted several Outcasts off the cliff with his roar, Heatray bashed those that attacked him with his huge tail, and Queen and King toyed with their opponents by throwing them to one another and catching them in their mouths each time.

Hiccup, Astrid, and Sightless were being backed up against the mountain wall with Heather's parents sheltered protectively under the Gore Magala's wings. Right when it seemed that Sightless' virus blasts weren't enough to repel the advancing Outcasts, a green shape flew into view and bombarded the marauders with slimy mucus.

"Batwings!" cried Hiccup, as the Siren and his Qurupeco landed by his side.

"Miss us?" Batwings replied with a grin. He seemed a little bit worse for wear after his time on Outcast Island, with his clothes a bit tattered and his hair disheveled, but the confident light in his eyes was the same as ever as he joined Hiccup and Astrid in beating the Outcasts back.

For a moment, the riders seemed to be winning. However, their foes were relentless as they swarmed about to try and overwhelm the monsters. And it looked like it was working.

Arachne screamed as she and Venomwing fell underneath a weighted net cast by two soldiers that had snuck up from behind her. "This isn't part of the plan, Hiccup!" the Philston girl shrieked.

The twins' Lunastra and Teostra were lassoed and driven to the ground, although not before accidentally bucking the Thorstons off of their backs.

Snaketail and Twinhorn lasted much longer with the Diablos' close combat skills, but they fell to a couple of bolas.

Unfortunately, Hiccup and Batwings weren't having much progress either. Mucus and virus blasts from their monsters were avoided or blocked with shields.

And the Outcasts only kept coming, not letting them rest for a second. Steadily, they advanced and surrounded each of the gang until not one of them was fighting with another – with the exceptions of Ruff and Tuff, and Hiccup and Astrid. Their monsters down, they all drew their weapons for a final stand.

"There's too many of them!" Snaketail wailed, even as she transformed her Charge Blade – which she had taken to calling the Noble Shieldaxe – from sword-and-shield form to its axe form, sending three Outcasts flying with a single swipe.

"But still!" whooped Ruffnut, fending off an attack with her Blue Prominence Lance. "This. Is. _Epic_!"

Separated, and individually cut off from the others with their own throng of warriors, there was no way any of the Monster Riders could get past all of them. To top it off, there were Outcasts perched in the trees in the grove facing the cliff, waiting to pick off any escapees with their Bowguns.

_We're doomed,_ Hiccup couldn't help but think.

Suddenly, there was a strangely familiar screech from up above their heads. It was followed by a powerful roar that echoed again and again off of the jagged peaks they fought amongst. Everyone on the battlefield looked up simultaneously to see two wyverns, one of bronze and one of silver, diving down at wicked speeds to lend their much-needed aid.

"Is that…?" breathed Astrid.

The Seregios shrieked again and swooped down to pluck the net off of Arachne and Venomwing with his uniquely-shaped talons. As he did that, the Silver Rathalos shot white-hot flame at the ropes that entangled Queen and King. The Monarch of the Skies carved a neat turn in the air, revealing the burly figure on his shining back.

"Gobber and Silversol!" shouted Hiccup, joy and hope filling his heart once again.

"And Heather too," whispered Batwings, sounding like he felt very much the same.

Their cries blending together into one horrifying noise, the two flying wyverns sent the Outcasts running with their fires and spiny scales. They landed before the Monster Riders on the cliff, newly clear of their enemies.

Alvin jogged after his fleeing men, bellowing for them to get their butts back into battle, or else.

"What are you doing here, Gobber?" asked Hiccup, steering Sightless over to greet the blacksmith.

"Yeh wouldn't believe this," his mentor casually answered, "but I was guardin' me socks from trolls when I saw the lass fly off on her monster! I saddled up and rode Silversol all the way ta Outcast Island, where we found you!"

Heather and her Seregios – Steve, was it? – approached. The female Siren flexed her wings, looking slightly guilty.

From behind her friend on Sightless' back, Astrid said sincerely, "I'm sorry I didn't believe you."

"That's fine," Heather replied, without so much as glancing at the Hofferson girl. "I wouldn't have believed me either."

Something in her tone convinced Hiccup that she hadn't really forgiven Astrid at all.

"Now let's get your parents and leave this heap of rock," said Batwings, grinning widely. "Come on, Mocktalk!"

But before they could take off with the other Monster Riders, Heather reached over and took his hand in hers. "Thanks for saving me yesterday," she said gratefully.

"Don't mention it," Batwings responded modestly. "I'm simply glad that I was right all along about you."

The humanoid dragons shyly looked into each other's eyes and smiled.

"Get a room, you love-bird wyverns!" hooted Tuffnut, never one to be subtle with his jokes.

Hearing that, and seeing Heather grinning with amusement, Batwings blushed fiercely and turned away. But his expression said it all - _I wish._

"Alright, alright! Let's go, go, _go_!" snapped Snotlout. "We're gonna have to move it or we'll be dead!"

Indeed, as Hiccup now saw, Alvin was coming back with even more warriors as well as a large group of catapults. They needed to get airborne fast, or else they would never get their hands on the Book of Monsters.

"Okay, guys!" ordered Hiccup, rising into the air. "Into formation, just like we practiced!"

"Right behind yeh, lad!" chuckled Gobber. He helped Heather's parents climb up behind him onto his Silver Rathalos' back, and commanded the wyvern, "Up, Silversol! Up!"

Together, the group fell into their usual flight pattern, with the additions of Silversol and Steve trailing behind. The Outcasts below spread out, and the teens were almost immediately faced with a hailstorm of crossbow bolts, Slicing Shots, and hurled boulders. As one, they dove and dodged while keeping their flight formation, nary a wing out of line

"Ruff, Tuff, cover fire!" shouted Hiccup, pointing at a line of four catapults that were shielding the majority of the soldiers.

"It's about time," huffed Ruffnut.

The twins swooped down upon the catapults on their elder dragons, scattering fearful Outcasts as they flew along. Ruff yanked on Queen's horns, prompting her to spread her explosive powder around with each wingbeat. The red dust settled in a huge, obscuring cloud around the catapults, hiding them from view.

"Oh yeah, I love this part!" exclaimed Tuffnut. "Wait for it… wait for it…!"

With a snap of King's fangs, the entire cloud ignited and blew the catapults to smithereens with a terrific *bang*. The Outcasts that had been caught in the explosion and not killed by it ended up seriously rattled.

"Time to finish them, Mocktalk!" Batwings whooped, and steered the Qurupeco down to assault the dazed Outcasts.

Two catapults still stood, having been too far away to be affected by the Thorston siblings' elder dragons. One of them flung the largest boulder Hiccup had ever seen directly at him in the group. He commanded them to scatter as it barreled toward them, and yanked on Sightless' saddle in order to dodge it deftly. However, the boulder continued on its course toward Fishlegs, whose monster was too slow to get out of the way.

"Look out!" Hiccup called back.

He needn't have worried, as Heatray swung his tail around and smashed the rock into fragments.

"Great job, boy!" Fishlegs said to the Gravios. "Now, lava blast!"

Heatray obediently opened his jaws and spewed a huge beam of molten lava at the offending catapult, smothering it under a thick, deadly blanket of fiery rock. Outcasts ran frantically away from the melting mass of wood and metal.

"Yeah, go!" Astrid cheered, clutching Hiccup's shoulders and peering over them for a better view.

Sightless shot toward the trees, picking off the Bowgun users with his black fire. But as soon as he had cleared one tree with a few shots of virus, the rest of the Outcasts turned their Bowguns on him.

Up above, Heather saw the Gore Magala narrowly avoid a flurry of Slicing Shots, and decided to do something to help. She tugged on Steve's neck, and the bronze flying wyvern soared up to meet Silversol and his riders.

"Gobber!" she called. "Hiccup's in trouble!"

He heard her cry loud and clear. The blacksmith watched the Siren girl and her monster pass them by, then turned in the direction she had come from. He saw his apprentice's plight from high above, and decided to help.

"Hold on ta yer helmets!" he advised his passengers. "We're goin' in!"

"Um, excuse me," quavered the woman behind him. "Are you sure this is safe?"

The reply she got was the one she feared – "Ah, safety's overrated! WAHOOOOOO!"

Silversol dove so steeply it looked like he was executing a vertical nosedive toward the ground. He pulled up right before he and his screaming riders could hit the earth and shot several burning fireballs at the trees in which the Outcasts perched. They slammed into the wood, knocking them over and causing the dead forest to catch fire and begin to burn. The Outcasts gave up trying to shoot Hiccup and Astrid down and ran for it.

Escape wasn't so easy, however. Snaketail and Twinhorn came at them, seemingly from thin air, with a mighty bellow, frightening them back toward the rapidly-growing inferno.

"You feelin' the heat, boys?" the brown-haired Grundenson hooted. "Because _I_ sure am!"

"Thanks a lot, Gobber!" called Hiccup. "Now let's all get out of here!"

The Chief-to-be led the others as they wheeled in flight and gathered back into formation. Snotlout and Snotsnarl dropped the Outcast they were taking for a joyride (not really – he was screaming in terror) and joined the rest of the teens, although not without a parting shot as he told Snotsnarl to roar and rupture the hapless marauder's eardrums. Batwings and Mocktalk fled by his side.

Just then, there was a distant yell that grew louder and louder. Hiccup looked back to see Savage flying right towards him!

Not wasting time being shocked or puzzled – or both – he shouted to Astrid, telling her to hang on, and steered Sightless into a roll. Savage missed, but Astrid didn't have time to get a good enough grip, and they both fell into the burning forest below.

Miraculously, neither one was injured, and neither one fell into the blaze. They landed in a tree that had yet to be scathed, but the branches they lay on quickly snapped and gave way. Savage fell first, then Astrid did as well.

Calling for the other riders to keep flying, Hiccup turned back and urged Sightless after her. Despite his order, Arachne and Venomwing followed, easily keeping pace with them. The Haddock boy supposed it was because she had been feeding her Remobra chicken again. Although they were fast, they still weren't fast enough. Alvin snatched Astrid up before they could and bolted when he saw the monsters bearing down on them.

"Oh no you don't!" growled Arachne. "Hiccup, let's get him!"

"I couldn't agree with you more," he replied.

They rapidly gained ground on the fleeing Outcast leader, but their virus and venom shots all missed by varying degrees. Venomwing was already past her shot limit by the time Alvin stopped running, pausing at the edge of another cliff overlooking the sea. The Haddock boy and Philston girl landed, watching and unable to act as he held Astrid over the cliff.

"Surrender!" he yelled. "Or I'll… well, ya know the rest." He chuckled evilly.

Glaring at him, Hiccup murmured to Sightless, "You know what to do, bud."

The Gore Magala reared up on his hind legs and spread his wings, a shriek building up at the back of his throat as he readied another burst of virus. But…

"Hiccup, no!" cried Astrid, apparently with other plans. "Don't shoot!"

He nodded to Sightless, who crashed back onto all fours and swallowed the blast back down.

A second later, a massive wyvern plunged down from the sky and landed on the cliff with astounding force, knocking Alvin and Astrid away from the cliff. The Gurunzeburu threw its head back and roared to the sky before savagely pecking at Alvin with its huge horn. When the Outcast leader rolled out of the way, its horn became stuck in the ground, and Astrid took the opportunity to snatch the Book of Monsters, which he had dropped in his haste, and clamber up the Gurunzeburu's neck.

"Who is that?" Hiccup asked Astrid, awe written all over his face.

"Just a new friend I made," she replied smugly.

The two of them, as well as Arachne, rode off into the sky on their separate monsters, chasing after their friends in the distance and leaving the Outcasts behind with nothing.

* * *

><p><strong>Docks, Twilight<strong>

The boat was ready, thanks to Gobber, and Heather and her parents were making the final preparations to leave Berk for good. They were off, back home to Siren Island and the rest of their tribe, memories of evildoers and kidnappings already behind them.

All of the Berk Monster Riders were there to see their newest friend off. Except for Astrid – she hadn't joined them. From what she had said to Hiccup after the escape from Outcast Island, preceding her release of the Gurunzeburu into Berk's forest, she still hadn't forgiven Heather for what the Siren had done.

Hiccup still wasn't sure how she could have done Astrid wrong, but hey, maybe it was one of those girl things that he would never understand.

"Heather," Fishlegs asked incredulously, "how in Odin's name is… this… possible?"

"You just gestured to all of me," Heather replied with a grin and a quick look at Hiccup. He grinned back.

"My parents might be human," she began to explain, "but the truth is, they adopted me. When the Outcasts came to our island, my parents and I had to hide my identity. They're not my actual parents, but I love them all the same."

Behind her, her parents beamed proudly.

"I can't thank you all enough," Heather went on, turning to face each of the Monster Riders. "Especially you, Batwings. You put your life on the line for me."

The male Siren turned an interesting shade of scarlet. "I-It really was nothing. Mocktalk and I were fine."

Hiccup stepped forward, but Sightless butted him aside to lightly nudge Heather with his head. After regaining his balance, he commented, "Who knows, maybe we'll see each other again."

"Maybe you could be a Monster Rider too," suggested Snaketail. She patted Steve on the head as a final goodbye and let him fly onto the boat.

Heather smiled and repeated cryptically, "Maybe."

"We won't forget your help," Batwings said softly. "Especially me."

"I don't think I could forget you either," she replied, equally softly.

Arachne caught the look they gave each other and coughed loudly to interrupt. "If you and your family ever need help, Heather, you just have to ask us," she offered sweetly.

Smiling again and casting one last look at the gathered riders, the female Siren fluttered down to the boat and pushed it away from the harbor. The vessel began to move with the ocean current, pushing it in the direction of their home.

"Write me!" called Snotlout.

The twins snickered and tripped him as he ran past, sending him toppling headfirst into the water. That little incident allowed the gang to laugh longer and louder than they had in a long while.

Batwings, for once, didn't join in. When Hiccup glanced up, he was staring out to sea with a tender smile on his face.

_He really does love her,_ Hiccup realized all of a sudden. _If we do indeed meet her again, on another of our adventures, he might just get a chance to tell her that._

* * *

><p><strong>Just thought I'd let you readers know – Heather will be reappearing very soon, in another episode of my creation set after "Twinsanity".<strong>

**In the original "Legends are Born", this chapter was where Batwings left the gang. Instead, he's staying for a little while longer. But when he does leave, I assure you that he will be back.**

**Give me a review, and wait for the next exciting chapter!**

**Next time: Gift of the Night Fury**
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_**Chapter 14**_

_**Gift of the Night Fury Part 1**_

* * *

><p><em>This is Berk, boasting the sort of balmy, fun-in-the-sun climate that will give you frostbite on your spleen.<em>

_The one upside is our annual holiday. We call it Snoggletog. Why we chose such a stupid name remains a mystery._

_But with the war long over, and monsters living among us, this year's Snoggletog promises to be one to remember._

* * *

><p><strong>Hiccup's House, Early Morning<strong>

The hammering on Hiccup's roof was relentless, bad enough to wake a bear from hibernation. Fruitlessly, the Chief-to-be curled up in his bed and tried to block out the terrible rattling, but it was no use. Even downstairs, Batwings could be heard reacting negatively to the unwelcome din.

"It had better not be hailing out," muttered Hiccup, finally giving up. Instead of attempting to get another hour or so of sleep in, he sat up and groped around at the edge of his bed for his helmet – it was a special time of year, and he didn't wear the helmet that often. Finding it and putting it securely on his head, the boy rubbed his eyes and meandered downstairs.

A certain shapeshifting dragon was currently stretched out in the rafters, extremely unwilling to wake up this early in the morning. The house was still dark, and the pounding on the room sounded like the wrath of Thor himself. Hiccup worried that this year's Snoggletog would be ruined by the snow and hail that was known to fall upon Berk like Hel unleashed at this time of year.

_On Berk,_ he reminded himself, _there is winter, and then there is devastating winter._

"Tell that overgrown salamander of yours to stop rattling the roof like that!" griped Batwings, clutching his head with his clawed fingers. "It sounds like the house is going to cave in on top of my head!"

"And mine!" Mocktalk piped up from the floor below his rider.

Torch the Typhoomerang, from another corner of the room, snorted his own agreement.

Rolling his eyes at their bellyaching, Hiccup assured them, "I'll go have a talk with him. You know he likes getting up early."

The Haddock boy left the three of them to sulk in the house, knowing that they would wake up fully in an hour or two. He walked outside and shut the door behind him, immediately feeling the biting chill of the crisp morning air soaking through his clothes and skin and into his bones. He had to confess that the invigorating air flowing into his lungs helped wake him up significantly. Rubbing his arm in response to the cold, Hiccup breathed out a heavy gust that visibly fanned before him as a thick white cloud, and walked around to the back of the house.

"Good morning, Mr. Bossy," he grumbled, although there was a joking hint to his voice that indicated his lack of seriousness.

Sightless dropped down from the roof on all fours and let out a series of growls and gurgles that sounded a lot like a chuckling laugh.

Hiccup yawned and strode forward, not paying attention a patch of ice on the ground in front of him. "I know you wake me early a lot, but do you have to wake me _this_ early on _this_ particular day to go fly-IIIIING!"

His question turned into a startled yell as his prosthetic skidded harshly on the ice. Sightless bounded forward in time for the scrawny teenager's body to land on his huge head, and stepped forward in an effort to push him back up.

"Stupid leg," muttered Hiccup, kicking at the snow. "Whew, thanks bud. Yes, of course we can go flying."

The Gore Magala opened his maw and let out a short scream, his enthusiasm clear. Then he let out a burp, which was blown directly into Hiccup's face. The Haddock cringed and jumped back at the horrid smell.

_That does it,_ he thought decisively. _No more sturgeon before bed for him._

* * *

><p><strong>Berk Village, an Hour Later<strong>

Oh, the hustle and bustle of a village at Snoggletog-time! The cold didn't deter anyone from getting up bright and early that morning in order to help decorate Berk for their favorite holiday. The entire population was out and about, all chattering excitedly amongst themselves as they hung wreaths, ornate shields, and lanterns from their houses in order to give their beloved village a little more holiday cheer.

The crown jewel of the little speck of a town, however, was the immense fir tree that rose fifty feet above the rest of the main plaza. This tree, which was made of many planks of wood painted green and was incredibly lifelike, was decorated with more shields to give it a festive touch.

It would have looked bigger if it weren't for the monsters romping around and helping their Viking companions. Dragons were big, but the monsters regularly exceeded lengths of forty feet long. Their titanic size made adorning the village with such jolly festivity that much easier.

"Ready, Blackhawk? You too, Stormfly?" asked Astrid, holding up three shields.

Blackhawk and Stormfly both squawked an affirmative answer, and the Hofferson girl hurled the shields into the air. A quick lash of the bird wyvern's tail later, as well as the Deadly Nadder's, and the shields had been pinned to the fake fir tree with a flurry of toxic tail spines. Astrid rubbed Blackhawk's beak and Stormfly's nose, and congratulated both of them for a job well done.

"Atta boy, Heatray!" Fishlegs called from his perch atop a ladder, where he was nailing more decorations to his house. His Gravios was currently standing tall and allowing some small children to nail their own decorations to another building, very still so he wouldn't jar them off of his back.

A Monster Rider of similar age to the children was working with Venomwing to hang Thunderbug lanterns from the dragon-esque figureheads adorning the houses around the plaza. Arachne did her job well, and Venomwing made it all possible – her long, flexible tail allowed her to hold many lanterns at once as her ten-year-old human friend milled about.

Meanwhile, a Gurunzeburu was pulling a large cart filled with various supplies across the square. This particular monster had originally come from Outcast Island, and had been rescued from its miserable lifestyle by Astrid and Hiccup. Now that Fishlegs had had the opportunity to study the flying wyvern extensively, he had added several surprising facts about it into the Book of Monsters – impossibly, despite the teeth, claws, and dangerous horn, the so-called "Barbarian Wyvern" was a peaceful plant-eater! While it ate meat occasionally and had an awful temper, Berk's only Gurunzeburu was a protector, not a conqueror as previously believed. In other words, it was a welcome guest to Berk, and its help was valued.

More monsters, as well as dragons, were walking and flying everywhere, carrying supplies and occasionally Vikings as they helped their human neighbors give the plaza a much more celebratory feel. Stoick and Gobber, sitting atop the magnificent wyverns Needlenose and Silversol, were overseeing and supervising the work.

"Odin's beard, Gobber," the Chief was saying. "Vikings spending the winter holiday with _monsters_. What would our fathers think?"

Gobber laughed and patted his Silver Rathalos' head affectionately. "They woulda thought we'd lost our minds!"

When everyone had finally finished putting up the festive adornments, Stoick raised his hands and shouted for attention. A multitude of heads, human and reptilian, swiveled his way as he prepared to make his announcement. "Well done, all of you! I never thought I'd like to see this day – peace on the island of Berk, and Snoggletog with monsters! You've all helped to make this the greatest holiday we've ever seen!"

A huge, rousing cheer came from the crowd, made all the louder with the monsters and dragons adding their own vocalizations. Everyone was excited about celebrating Snoggletog.

But then, as the cheers and applause died down and the crowd was about to disperse…

The loud and unfamiliar wail came from nowhere, and from so close by that it frightened the Vikings something fierce. They all looked up and saw a massive dragon circling high above their heads, its purple-black scales shining in the limited light provided by the overcast sky. It opened its jaws for another screeching roar, seemingly calling to its dragon brethren scattered amongst the human settlement. Then, as suddenly as it had come, the Skrill flew away from the village and out over the ocean, letting out another call over its shoulder.

"What in Thor's name?" asked Gobber.

And then the sky turned dark.

Hundreds – no, thousands – of flying monsters and dragons had appeared from out of the thick cloud cover as if from thin air. They all followed the gigantic Skrill over the village and out to sea. Many of them were breeds normally unseen by the Hooligans – there were Hobblegrunts, Doragyurosus, Seltases, Snafflefangs, and even a Kushala Daora flying amongst the flock of monstrous proportions. In the seas around the island, an equally massive school of oceanic monsters were swimming in the same direction and carrying flightless monsters on their broad backs.

The crowd simultaneously turned their heads when a Zinogre appeared atop the roof of Gobber's forge and howled a primal cry to the passing horde.

That was when the chaos started.

The monsters, already on edge by the appearance of the flock, began imitating the fanged wyvern atop the roof and called to the horde in a range of squawks, bellows, and growls. The first to leave were the flying monsters, beating their wings and soaring away from the village. The seagoing monsters left next, followed by the land-walking ones that set sail across the ocean on their backs. Vikings were screaming and shouting as the entire monster population left them for reasons, and destinations, unknown.

"Come back, Snotsnarl!" yelled Snotlout, desperately. "Hookfang, where are you going?"

"No, Twinhorn! Horrorcow!" called Snaketail.

"Heatray!" wailed Fishlegs, racing off after his monster.

"Blackhawk, Stormfly, don't leave!" cried Astrid.

It was no use. The Monster Riders were suddenly left monster-less as their beasts took to the sky and joined the flock overhead, which was rapidly vanishing again into the clouds in the distance. As they did so, the faraway Skrill could be heard screeching again, summoning the monsters and dragons of Berk one last time.

Instinctively, the teens sought each other out.

"What's happening?" Tuffnut asked, unusually panicked.

"Batwings will probably know what's going on," Arachne said, nodding with great authority. "He can talk to dragons, so he'll be able to figure it all out. Let's find him!"

"Found him," replied Snotlout, glumly.

As one, they followed the Jorgenson's gaze to the sky and saw a trio consisting of a Qurupeco, Typhoomerang, and Siren flying off after the receding horde.

"Aw man," Ruffnut complained. "Now we'll never know."

Astrid shook her head. "We might not have Batwings, but there's someone else we can ask. Where's Hiccup?"

This time, it was Snaketail who raised her eyes and immediately caught sight of whom they were looking for. Hiccup and Sightless were rapidly coming in for a landing in the plaza, much to the gang's collective relief. When the Gore Magala touched down, they swarmed him and his rider.

"Hiccup, where have the monsters gone?"

"Even Batwings left! What'll we do without him?"

"Why did they leave?"

"_What if they never come back?!_"

Stoick's voice, thankfully, boomed over the commotion and came to his flustered son's rescue. "Stop! Give him a chance to speak!"

Hesitantly, Astrid asked the junior Haddock in a quiet voice, "Hiccup, where are all of our monsters going?"

Hiccup couldn't look at her. "I don't know," he murmured. "You see…"

* * *

><p><strong>Flashback<strong>

_As per their usual morning routine, Hiccup and Sightless twirled through the sky, full of energy and ready to go. Their flights weren't just about fun – they were about pushing each other to the limit._

"_Come on, bud!" Hiccup said, shouting over the wind and hoping his helmet would stay on. "Let's see what you've got today!"_

_He clicked the stirrup, and Sightless' splint automatically folded into a closed position, pulling his wing to rest up against his body. He folded up the other wing in a similar fashion, and together, monster and rider shot straight down like a black arrow. They pulled up right as they were about to hit the choppy ocean waves, and flew at what was surely a record speed toward the maze of rock spires that surrounded Berk._

_Over and around the sea stacks they raced, twisting and turning with excitement pounding through their bodies and making their hearts beat that much faster. After several daring maneuvers through the rock spire obstacle course, Hiccup caught sight of a small rock archway swiftly coming closer. They would hit it in only a matter of seconds._

"_You ready?" he asked Sightless, slowly withdrawing his foot from the stirrup. As the Gore Magala struggled to maintain his flight position, Hiccup stood on top of the saddle and waited for the rock arch to come even closer. At the absolute last moment, he jumped with all his might, completely passing over the stone and landing roughly on Sightless' back again._

"_Yes!" the Chief-to-be proclaimed. "Finally, that worked!"_

_Sightless growled happily in response as he took his rider higher up into the sky, still under the thrall of his excitement._

"_What do you say?" Hiccup asked. "You want to go again?"_

_But the words were hardly out of his mouth when he saw what was coming up ahead. A Skrill shot out from behind a cloud and narrowly missed them both, shrieking with annoyance. Hiccup steered Sightless down again, almost experiencing a heart attack after the dragon's sudden appearance, and ran right into a total nightmare._

_They found themselves in the middle of a huge swarm of both monsters and dragons. Hiccup's foot worked furiously as he fought to dodge each beast that flew into his path. He and Sightless avoided Deadly Nadders, Raincutters, Espinases, Rathians, and many more as they wheeled their way through the flock, which was heading in the opposite direction. Hiccup even caught sight of a Blundertail, its tiny wings working furiously to keep its scorpion-like bulk airborne._

_Finally, the last of the flying creatures had passed them by, and Hiccup could relax again. Until a very familiar, eel-like dragon unexpectedly flashed into his path and accidentally knocked the helmet off of his head with a wing._

_**Batwings?!**__ he thought incredulously._

_Then he shouted in shock as Sightless suddenly screamed and dove down after his falling helmet, which was visible even amongst the grey clouds they flew through. They didn't have a chance of catching it, though, and Hiccup pulled his monster companion into a hover right before they would have crashed into the ocean._

"_No, Sightless," he gasped. "We can get my helmet later. We need to get back to the village and find out what's going on."_

_They did so, with only a backwards glance at the flock, which vanished into the clouds even as the boy watched._

* * *

><p><strong>Meade Hall, After Dark<strong>

There was huge meeting in the Meade Hall after sunset. All the adults were crowded around the central fire pit, while the (former) Berk Monster Riders hung around near the back of the chamber to watch.

"Where could they have gone to?" shouted one Viking.

"Snoggletog is _ruined_!" lamented another.

"It's not ruined!" Stoick yelled, silencing his people as he climbed up on top of the table. Pacing around the fire pit, he continued in a quieter voice, "We're Vikings! We've been perfectly happy celebrating Snoggletog, without the monsters, for generations. And there isn't any reason why we can't do so again. We just have to have faith that the monsters will come back soon."

"Well, I say good riddance!" growled Mildew. "Who cares where those blasted beasts went, as long as they're gone? I for one hope they never come back!"

A few Vikings shook their fists at the old man and grumbled under their breath. Fungus bleated and scurried under Mildew's legs, fleece sporting a fine set of jingle bells. Holding Snoggletog in contempt as he always did, Mildew tore them off with a scowl.

Gobber helped save the situation by booming, "Stoick's right! We don't need them monsters! We're Vikings! We're _tough_!"

The blacksmith looked at his festive green shirt, his reindeer-horn helmet, and his own set of jingle bells in place of his hook, and hastily amended, "Most o' the time."

It was then that the Monster Riders decided to leave the meeting and head home. None were in any particular hurry as they wandered through the darkened streets.

"That was depressing," muttered Ruffnut.

"I know!" Snaketail agreed. "I was looking forward to spending the holidays with Horrorcow and Twinhorn."

A sudden whistled tune, so merry that it was drastically out of place, cut Hiccup off before he could reply – courtesy of Fishlegs, who was skipping along cheerfully next to Tuffnut.

"What are _you_ so happy about?" the male Thorston questioned. "Don't you miss Heatray?"

Fishlegs stopped the whistling and the skipping, and started stammering instead. "Um, uh… of course I do! I m-miss him so much!" he sobbed, wiping his face with his pudgy arm. Peeking out from behind it and seeing everyone watching him in bewilderment, he grinned nervously and hastily bid them farewell before running off.

"Wait, I've got it!" crowed Astrid, causing several of the teens to jump. "Why don't we come up with a bunch of new holiday traditions? You know, to bury the sadness!"

The idea didn't get a lot of support.

"Actually," Hiccup mused, "Astrid might be on to something."

"Easy for you to say," sniffed Arachne. "Your monster can't go anywhere without you." Her voice held a bit of uncharacteristic bitterness in it.

"Must be nice," Ruffnut added sourly.

They slouched off dejectedly in different directions, leaving Hiccup alone to stare up at where his house was, near the Meade Hall. Sightless' silhouette could be seen against the dark sky, shadowy carapace gleaming under the light of the full moon as he shifted anxiously while he perched on the edge of the roof.

Hiccup's heart sank. Sightless did want to join the other monsters, it looked like, but his injured wing effectively had him trapped.

_What can I do about that?_ he wondered all of a sudden.

* * *

><p><strong>Morning<strong>

"Yaknog! Get your yaknog! Come on and get a delicious, frothy cup of cheer!"

The sun had barely risen over the horizon – not that anyone noticed through the thick grey clouds – when the village was treated to the musical sound of Astrid's voice as she announced the availability of her newest concoction to whomever would listen. The Hofferson girl had decided to forsake her usual "tough-Dual-Blade-swinging-girl" routine that morning, instead favoring a few hours in her parents' kitchen to make a holiday drink that she _knew_ everyone would enjoy.

At least her confidence in that fact was blinding her to another fact, which stated that she had absolutely no experience with food, drink, or the process of making either.

That was how Astrid eventually found herself walking around the village that frigid morning while holding a large shield, upon which sat a huge mug of her lovely new beverage and several cups for her friends to drink it in.

She strode past the plaza, past Arachne and a group of some other kids, who were sulking around a Gronckle made of snow. Curious, the little Philston girl bid her friend Gustav goodbye before rushing off after her role model.

"Oh, hey Arachne!" Astrid chirped, bending down to Arachne's level and resting the shield on one knee. "Try this tasty new drink I made for the holidays!"

Suddenly, the rest of the Monster Riders – minus Hiccup – joined them from where they were hanging out in the plaza. Things immediately began to head south when they discovered what Astrid was carrying with her.

"Ugh, what's that smell? Is that you?" Tuffnut growled, screwing up his face in disgust and shoving his sister to the ground.

"It's yaknog," explained Astrid, pouring some into a cup. It came slopping out like chunky, oddly-colored mud.

"Ew!" gagged Snaketail.

"If I drink that, I'm gonna 'yaknog' all over the place!" said Tuff, taking several steps back.

"Maybe you'd rather taste a punch to the face?" suggested Astrid, scowling menacingly.

Snotlout stepped forward. "It sounds delightful, Astrid. I would _love_ a cup."

The blonde was so happy that someone was eager to try her drink, she forgot to be angry at the arrogant Jorgenson's flirtatious tone.

"I'll have some too," volunteered Arachne, taking some yaknog as well.

Immediately upon swallowing a generous amount of sludge, Snotlout's cheeks puffed out and he turned slightly pale. He gulped it down thickly and coughed, "You can really taste the yak…"

Arachne did the same as Snotlout, and had almost the same reaction. "I think I'm gonna…" she moaned, then corrected herself. "I mean, I think I hear Gustav calling me. Bye!"

The youngest Monster Rider dashed off behind a pile of snow and threw up. Loudly.

Before Astrid could pay any attention to what sounded, to her ears, suspiciously like vomit hitting the ground, she heard running feet and turned to greet an enthusiastic Fishlegs.

"Mmm, what _is_ this stuff?" the husky boy asked excitedly.

Beaming, Astrid informed him, "Oh, it's my new traditional Snoggletog drink!"

Although she had no idea why Fishlegs suddenly seemed very nervous, she would have been enlightened if she turned around and saw Snotlout slowly shaking his head, a warning present in his bugging eyes.

As it were, Astrid was simply disappointed as Fishlegs stuttered, "Um, I have a sudden and, uh, inexplicable urge to change my mind!"

"Well, you don't know what you're missing," Astrid told him, starting toward Gobber's smithy. "I'll bet Hiccup would like to try some."

She ran off, a spring in her step.

"Are you crying?" Ruffnut asked Snotlout, a sneering smirk showing itself on her face.

Astrid heard that last remark, and grinned to herself at that delicious mental image.

* * *

><p>The Haddock boy that she was searching for was currently resting his body on Gobber's anvil, snoring almost as loud as his father sometimes did. And people said there was no resemblance between him and Stoick. As if.<p>

"Hiccup!" came her voice, calling from the entrance of the forge.

"_I didn't do it!_" he screamed, bolting awake. "I'm telling you, Dad, it was a minor calibration issue – oh, hi Astrid."

She entered and set down her yaknog on a nearby bench. "You must have been pretty tired to sleep on something so uncomfortable," she chuckled.

"I was working all night," Hiccup told her, yawning widely and stretching out his back.

"Well, I know what'll wake you up," the girl replied playfully. She held out a mug filled with… something, and handed it to him with a cheery, "Happy holidays, from me to you."

"Thank you, my lady," Hiccup said with a grin. He raised the cup, the toxic sludge inside sliding down dangerously close to his mouth…

"What's this you've been working on?"

Fortunately for Hiccup's good health, Astrid's question was more important than a drink. "You're going to think this sounds crazy," he told her, seriously, "but I couldn't stop thinking about what Arachne said last night."

"Listen," Astrid interrupted, "I know it must have hurt you, but she was only feeling a little upset that night, and –"

"No, it's fine," assured Hiccup. "My point is, Sightless can't come and go like most of the other monsters and dragons, and that's, well, just not fair."

Astrid nodded musingly.

"So," Hiccup rambled on, "I was up all night, as I told you, and before I fell asleep, I finally found a way to fix that."

He pulled the contraption that sat on the anvil, and he tugged on it. It was a new splint for Sightless – that much was obvious, as the network of rods had almost the same design as the old one. However, this splint was much more advanced, with a far greater range of movement than the other splint. If it worked, Sightless would be able to fly with his injured wing, freely and without his rider's help, and never be at risk of straining it too much.

Hiccup would even go as far as to say that his latest project was a work of art.

"No way, you built him a brand-new splint?" asked Astrid, beside herself with a kind of disbelieving amazement. "So he's going to be able to fly without you! Wow, what a great gift." Then she pursed her lips worriedly, and murmured, "What if he never comes back?"

That was something Hiccup hadn't thought about. Not once.

_What if she's right?_ he worried. _What if Sightless ups and leaves me? Will he go off on his own? Will he join the other monsters, wherever they are?_

Suddenly, Astrid's laugh brought the scrawny Chief-to-be back to reality. "What am I saying? Of _course_ he will."

Taking her shield and mugs, the Hofferson girl prepared to leave. She grinned and said, "Well, I'm going to spread some more holiday cheer!"

Then she kissed him on the cheek and ran out of the forge, calling, "You're amazing!"

Stupified, Hiccup let a silly grin cross his face before taking a large gulp of the drink Astrid had given him.

It was on the floor within seconds. Gobber wouldn't be happy about that.

_I'll get a mop…_

* * *

><p><strong>Hiccup's House<strong>

After trudging across the village and up the hill toward his house, with his rather cumbersome new invention held under his arm, Hiccup caught sight of the distinctive dark figure of Sightless bouncing up and down on the roof. It was obvious that the Gore Magala thought he was inside sleeping, and that he wanted to do more early morning flying.

"Sightless!" the Haddock boy called to him. "Come down here, bud. I have something here for you!"

Instantly, the monster heard him and swept his way over, pausing to investigate the curious smell of metal he detected from the scrawny Viking.

"Yep, check it out," Hiccup said, allowing Sightless to give the bundle of rods and gears a couple of nudges. He began to walk around to his injured wing, only for Sightless to follow him, his wing now out of reach.

"Sightless, settle down!" chuckled Hiccup, as he chased the Gore Magala around a few times. "Sit still and let me get this on you, please!" It took a few more tries on his part to get Sightless to hold still. Quickly, he took off the stirrup and old splint before fixing the newer one over his wing.

Once he was done – and after giving the contraption a thorough once-over to make sure that everything was aligned properly – Hiccup stepped back and allowed Sightless to move again, saying, "You are going to love this."

But apparently, Sightless, didn't. Not liking the unfamiliar smell of the metal on his wing as he tilted his head back to investigate, he screamed and began prancing and flapping all over the place, trying to shake off the splint.

"Stop, Sightless!" cried Hiccup, after ducking under a swing of the Gore Magala's tail. "You no longer need to –"

Despite being seemingly unaware of his rider's plea, Sightless abruptly calmed down and continued 'staring' at his wing. Experimentally, he flexed his wing so that it spread, and then retracted it against his body so that it hung loosely over his flank.

"There you go," sighed Hiccup, relieved that he was getting used to it. "So, what do you think?"

He didn't get an answer. Sightless had his eyeless muzzle riveted on his injured wing, which he folded in and out a few more times as if entranced that it was suddenly working perfectly again. He unfurled his other wing, and gave them both a few slow flaps.

"Sightless?" Hiccup asked, uncertainly. His smile was vanishing.

He got an answer this time. A deafening scream tore out of Sightless' throat, and with a single, powerful flap, the Gore Magala had launched himself into the air. He soared away, black against the grey clouds, and had soon vanished entirely into the overcast sky. Hiccup didn't even have time to blink – first Sightless was visible, and then he was obscured by the clouds.

The horrible truth sunk in. Astrid had been wrong. His newfound freedom had been too tempting, and Sightless had abandoned Hiccup, his best human friend, for a land unknown.

* * *

><p>Days passed, and one morning, Hiccup found himself staring up at the ceiling above his bed, his arms folded across his chest, a solemn and hopeless expression on his face. He hadn't been able to sleep peacefully since the morning Sightless had left.<p>

It didn't help that Batwings, Torch, and Mocktalk weren't there either. Although, he didn't think that the Siren would offer much comfort – in fact, he was more likely to be elated that no Sightless meant no early-morning wake-up calls.

It was like the days when Berk was at war with monsters all over again. No one but Stoick to keep him company.

Sighing, Hiccup kept his unfocused gaze on the rafters above him. He imagined that, were it a normal day, the impatient monster would already be jumping around on the roof, trying to wake his rider. In fact, his sadness was so complete that he could almost feel the house vibrating and hear the dust sifting down from between the boards…

Wait. Was he _really_ feeling and hearing those things?

Hiccup sat bolt upright and listened.

Sure enough, down came a sprinkling of dust as the rooftop rattled under some kind of impact.

"Is that…?" he murmured to himself.

The next time it happened, there was no mistaking it.

"Sightless!" cried Hiccup, throwing off his blankets and rushing down the stairs, for once not tripping on his metal prosthetic as he usually did when he was in a hurry.

Throwing open the door, Hiccup barely even noticed the cold air smack him like a fist, indeed too overjoyed to feel it. He ran around to the back of the house, exclaiming, "I knew you'd come ba–"

Then he slipped on the patch of ice that he had slipped on the last time he encountered it. BANG! His head thumped hard against the frozen water, and little colored sparkles danced on the edge of his vision. The pain kicked in after a full three seconds.

"Morning, son!" called Stoick. He was in a great mood this morning, hammering Snoggletog decorations onto the roof while he stood steadily on the top of a tall ladder. "Glad you're up. I was looking for your helmet."

"Owww… uh, what, Dad?" muttered Hiccup, woozily.

"Your helmet!" Stoick repeated, losing none of his cheer. "Odin needs a place to put your gifts!"

Hiccup froze, his father's words finally getting through to his battered brain. His heart sank as he remembered that his helmet had done the same on his last flight with Sightless.

"Oh, right, my helmet," he said dryly, fighting his way onto his feet. The ice made it difficult to regain his balance. "I'd, uh, better get on that."

He started to walk down the hill and into the village when he was stopped by a voice.

"Hold on," ordered Stoick. He climbed down the ladder and faced his son. "I know there's something on your mind. Come on, out with it."

Sighing wearily, Hiccup told him, "It's been three days, Dad. I figured Sightless would have been back by now."

"I've lost a monster, too," Stoick said, putting a reassuring hand on his son's shoulder. "But you don't see me letting myself get all worried about it, hmm? I'm sure Needlenose and Sightless are someplace safe."

"Yeah?" Hiccup questioned. "I wish I could be that sure."

Letting out a heavy breath, Stoick went on a little more sadly, "Look, I know what it's like to miss someone you love this time of year. What do we do when they're not here for the holiday? We celebrate them. We celebrate _for_ them. And I'm certain that's what Sightless would want _you_ to do."

For once, a father-son talk from Stoick didn't feel too disheartening. In fact, Hiccup found his attitude to be a little more optimistic after talking with him.

"You're right," he told his father.

The Chief gave him a satisfied smile through that beard of his and clapped him on the back, making him stumble. "Now go get that helmet. There's been enough disappointment around here."

That was when the optimism faded. Hiccup was never going to retrieve his helmet after it had fallen into the depths of the ocean. For one, he didn't even know where, exactly, over the ocean he had dropped it. For another, it would likely be far too deep for him to fish it out. And for a third, there were probably currents that had carried it off to Odin knows where.

Fishlegs' voice spoke to him in his head just then. _I've already told you that I don't want to be Norbert the Negative, but the ocean is really, really vast. The chances of finding those monster feet are about as good as Snotlout and Astrid –_

Hiccup forced the memory out of his head and thought, _Not going there. Ever._

* * *

><p><strong>The Riders' Catapult Tower<strong>

Afternoon found Hiccup at the top of his favorite catapult tower, a pair of spyglasses held up in front of him. The two were tied together with rope and stuck to each other with a special adhesive made from tree sap. He called his new invention 'binoculars', and so far, it was turning out to be twice as effective as a regular spyglass at seeing faraway objects.

The Haddock boy was currently sitting on the side of the tower that faced the sea, his legs dangling over the edge. He was looking at something in the sky a far distance away, which would be visible to anyone else as a mere black speck on the big grey curtain of clouds. A pair of oars, a fishing rod, and a little bag containing some lunch sat behind him, propped up against one of the seats – he had previously intended to fetch a boat and go searching for his helmet.

But, the more he thought about it, the less the idea appealed to him. He had just been contemplating abandoning that plan on his way across the village, after thinking about how hopelessly stupid it was, when he caught sight of whatever it was in the sky, he scrambled to the catapult tower to check it out.

"Hey, Hiccup!" called Fishlegs, climbing up with a large, heavy-looking basket in his arms. "What're you looking at?"

"Check this out, Legs," Hiccup replied without looking away.

Tentatively, Fishlegs put down the basket and joined Hiccup on the edge of the tower. He handed his husky friend the binoculars, who raised them to his eyes – the double-spyglass contraption looked tiny up against his round, plump face. But they worked like a charm, and Fishlegs almost instantly spotted what he was supposed to be looking for.

He squealed like a little girl and started bouncing up and down in his seat with excitement. "Oh my Thor oh my Thor oh my Thor! Hiccup, do you see that? Do you?! _Do you_?!"

"Gaaaah, Fishlegs!" gasped Hiccup as the far larger boy grabbed his shoulders and started shaking him back and forth like a rag doll. "I get it! You're excited! Let go of me!"

Fishlegs did so, and crammed the binoculars back onto his face. "Hiccup, excited doesn't even begin to cover it! This has to be the first sighting in a hundred years or something! We could be the first Vikings in generations to see a real live honest-to-Odin _Night Fury_!"

Indeed, the pitch-black creature swooping around in the sky was the rarest species of dragon, the Night Fury. It was majestic as it dove and swirled about in an odd-yet-magnificent aerial dance. It didn't touch the water, instead preferring the high altitudes near the great grey clouds, so it wasn't hunting for fish. The dark dragon seemed to be doing those acrobatic rolls and twirls for the sheer joy of it.

"Of all the days to forget my sketchbook," Hiccup lamented sadly. His eyes were on the Night Fury as well, but since he didn't have the binoculars, all he saw was a dot in the distance. "If only we still had our monsters with us. We could have followed it to its nest and drew it there. Right?"

Suddenly, the Ingerman boy seemed to grow nervous. "H-Huh? Our m-monsters? Yeah. That's… t-too bad alright!"

In resign, Hiccup took his binoculars and tucked them inside of his jacket. Standing up and stretching, he made to leave and head back on his mission to find his helmet, which was probably fruitless anyway. On the way toward the catapult tower's ramp, he happened upon Fishlegs' basket, which he stole a quick look at. It was filled to the brim with fish! Tails and fins could be seen sticking out from under the lid in such quantities that it prompted Hiccup to raise his eyebrows in bemusement.

"Hungry, Legs?" he remarked with a laugh. "You have enough fish there to feed a Gravios!"

If anything, the joke seemed to make Fishlegs even more flustered. A smile that looked more like a forced grimace stretched tightly across his face. "O-Oh, a G-Gravios? That's… c-crazy!"

Chuckling nervously, Fishlegs snatched up his basket and raced off down the tower. Now Hiccup was starting to grow a little suspicious of his friend's odd behavior. Momentarily forgetting his oars, he left them behind as he followed the Ingerman boy from a safe distance. He was so stealthy that Fishlegs didn't notice him at all as he made his way across the village, sticking to less crowded roads and abandoned paths whenever possible.

_Just what is he up to?_

The journey ended at a barn on the far side of the village, one situated on a lonely cliff overlooking the maze of sea stacks near the Berk landmass. Diving behind a nearby crate, Hiccup silently praised his fishbone-like frame as Fishlegs tiptoed past without noticing his pursuer in the slightest. He reached the doors leading into the barn, opened one, and slipped inside as the door banged shut behind him.

For the second time, Hiccup thought, _Just what is he up to?_

A minute passed as Hiccup crept from his hiding spot and found a new one in an alcove by the entrance. The door opened as soon as he had flattened himself against the wood, and Fishlegs emerged before immediately pressing his shoulder against the door so that it would close completely. There was a giddy grin splitting his face in two as he skipped off, humming to himself.

That was when Hiccup finally came out of hiding. Either Fishlegs' apparent ecstasy had clouded his awareness to the point where he was too happy about something to pay attention to his surroundings, or the Chief-to-be's scrawny build was finally becoming of use for something other than provoking Snotlout's teasing.

He yanked on the doors with all his strength, opening them as wide as they would go.

'As wide as they would go', as it turned out, was plenty of room for Heatray to come barreling out as soon as the sunlight washed over the straw-covered floor of his little prison.

Instinctively, Hiccup screwed his eyes shut and braced for impact. He felt the flying wyvern slam into him and hurl himself over the cliff, his wingbeats coming loudly to Hiccup's ears. Slowly, he felt Heatray turn and lurch forward with each stroke – without a doubt, flying away from the village. Ever so hesitantly, Hiccup opened his eyes and saw that he was staring directly at the Gravios' face, with his nose horn jabbing the teen's rear painfully but preventing him from sliding off his rock-hard muzzle.

"Heatray?!" asked Hiccup disbelievingly.

A grunt issued from the wyvern's mouth as he ever so slowly accelerated, limping through the air toward a destination unknown and carrying Hiccup along for the ride.

"Hiccup!" came Astrid's voice. He could see her now, standing at the edge of the cliff. "Where are you going?"

Hiccup called back, "I have no ideaaaaaaaa!"

And then he and his kidnapper were lost in the clouds.

* * *

><p><strong>The information about the Gurunzeburu that I bring up in this chapter is officially confirmed to be fact. Apparently, older individuals are peaceful and eat plants while protecting large herds of herbivores from their younger, carnivorous brethren. So much for the "Barbarian Wyvern".<strong>

**Part 2 coming soon! Then you readers can find out why I used the original title instead of "Gift of the Gore Magala".**

**Reviews are appreciated! Thanks in advance.**
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_**Chapter 14**_

_**Gift of the Night Fury Part 2**_

* * *

><p>The Monster Riders had heard the commotion – and seen Hiccup being carried off by an eager Heatray, who was out of sight before they could even react – and now they were all clustered together in the warm, musty barn where Fishlegs had been secretly keeping his monster. The know-it-all Ingerman was currently at the entrance, gazing off in the direction where Hiccup had been taken. Where he was going – well, they had no idea either.<p>

"Heatray! What about presents?" Fishlegs wailed fruitlessly. Then he slumped and went inside to join the others, muttering, "I can't believe him…"

"_You_ can't believe _him_?!" snapped Snaketail, punching him in the gut. "You kidnapped your monster!"

"Now now, Snaketail," Astrid lightly reprimanded. Then she turned around and punched Fishlegs herself, twice as hard as the brown-haired Grundenson girl. "That's _my_ job."

The twins ignored their bickering when they'd usually be happily playing along, apparently having decided that rummaging in the straw nest Fishlegs had presumably built for Heatray was more fun than that. Then suddenly, they stopped and went quiet.

"Uh, guys?" said Tuffnut over his shoulder. His voice went unnoticed in what was rapidly evolving into a flat-out fight.

"Kidnapping's kind of a strong word," pouted Arachne. "That makes Fishlegs sound so mean."

"He left his owner the instant he was unleashed!" Astrid cried.

"I'm seventy-two percent sure that he wanted to stay," Fishlegs protested, only to get a third punch to the stomach, this one courtesy of Snaketail again. He shut up when he heard her growl and raise a fist, ready to slug him a fourth time.

"Uh, guys?" Tuff repeated.

"That's so unfair," Snotlout seethed, shoving the Ingerman boy to the floor. "And it's even more unfair that I didn't think of that first! Are you trying to make me look stupid?"

Arachne giggled mischievously. "Like you need help with that."

The narcissist of the group stared smugly around at his friends before the little girl's message sank in fully. If it were anyone else, he would have bashed their faces in, but since it was Arachne… he scowled and folded his arms across his chest, his way of admitting defeat.

Tuff had had enough. "GUYS!"

His thundering shout drew them like flies to a yak pie. Wordlessly, the male Thorston pointed to the pile of straw, where several knobby objects poked through. Astrid pushed past him and his sister to get a better look, then brushed some of the straw away. The objects were revealed to be dark grey, bumpy, ovular stone-like things.

"Whoa, Heatray barfed up a pile of rocks," Fishlegs said wonderingly. "I've never observed behavior like that in him. Maybe the Book of Monsters –"

Time for the fourth assault to the gut, courtesy of Ruffnut.

"You are such an idiot," Ruff rasped to the monster enthusiast as he doubled over in pain. "Those aren't rocks. Your monster laid eggs!"

Astrid, who had been rolling one of the odd eggs in her hands (not an easy task, as it was about the same size as a chicken and twice as heavy), looked up at nothing in particular. A realization had struck her mind like Thor's lightning.

"Hang on!" she exclaimed. "I bet that's why all the monsters left. To lay their eggs!"

"With the dragons?" asked Arachne. "That is _so_ cool."

Fishlegs, for once, was still very confused. "But… boy monsters don't lay eggs."

"Yeah, I hate to break it to you," Snaketail told him, "but your 'boy' monster is a girl monster."

"Oh, okay," the Ingerman replied, suddenly tense, "that actually explains a lot of things."

When the next realization came to Astrid, she stood up and whirled around to face the other Monster Riders. "I've got an idea. Everyone's missing their monsters, right?"

Snotlout groaned. "Here it comes…"

Reaching onto a shelf, Astrid grabbed a brilliant red bow and wrapped it expertly around the egg she was holding. She held up the newly-decorated egg for all to see and finished, "It'll be another new Snoggletog tradition!"

She didn't need to outright state her plan – even the Thorstons were able to read between the lines. Everyone nodded enthusiastically, deciding unanimously that her plan was a good one.

The rest of the day passed in a flash as they snuck into unoccupied houses and hid the Gravios eggs inside every helmet or boot they could find. As they planted the unhatched monsters in their neighbors' homes, Astrid couldn't help but grin uncontrollably.

"This is going to be so great!" she squealed to herself.

* * *

><p><strong>Somewhere Far Away<strong>

After Hiccup had gotten over his shock at being carried away on Gravios-back to Loki knows where (honestly, it had taken a while for it to wear off), he had managed to climb up off of his head and onto his back in a more comfortable riding position. Heatray was so focused on his goal that he barely even took notice.

"Where are you taking me?" Hiccup asked again, having lost track of how many times he had repeated the phrase in the last hour. As he half-predicted, he didn't get an answer.

_Well,_ he thought, trying to stay optimistic, _at least I brought lunch with me._ He patted the small, tightly-closed sack slung over his shoulder, which contained a few small herring.

They flew through the perpetually-mist-wreathed waters of Helheim's Gate, the foggy maze of rock spires that guarded the way to Monster Island. Although clumsy in the air, Heatray dodged all of the crags that jutted up from the sea and mist almost as soon as they came across them. More than a few close calls had gone by (including one with a wrecked Viking ship) when Heatray finally powered his heavy bulk straight up and wound up above the clouds.

The sun was shining brightly at the altitude the monster and his unwilling rider flew. A half hour went by without anything notable happening, giving Hiccup plenty of time to admire how clear the skies were up here as opposed to down there. Then, all of a sudden, the clouds beneath them vanished, and Hiccup found himself staring down upon paradise.

In the middle of the big blue vastness that was the ocean sat a ring-shaped island, consisting of beaches painted white and cliffs of brown and grey, all surrounding a sea-green lake. What was truly astonishing, though, was the sheer number of dragons and monsters cavorting about through the skies and splashing in the lake and romping across the sands. The air was filled with the growls of Gronckles, the shrieks of Yian Kut-Kus, and the roars of Duramboroses.

Heatray landed very awkwardly indeed, flapping his wings with all his might until he was a few feet away from the ground. Then he ceased doing so and landed on his belly, hard. Hiccup was catapulted head-over-heels off of the Gravios' back, who lumbered off contentedly to go do his own thing, and picked himself up with a groan.

Pain was forgotten when he got a closer look at what was doing on. Unimaginable numbers of species of monsters and dragons alike were all mingling together, grouped in pairs of the same kind. These pairs stuck close to their own bowl-like structure made up of the natural rock and mud that could be found around the island. Inside each bowl, guarded vigilantly by their parents, was a cluster of energetic hatchlings.

"You come here to have babies," Hiccup breathed, amazed.

The beasts of Berk hadn't left the Hooligans for good after all. They had only left in order to safely raise their young! After all, monsters had been at war with Vikings for three hundred years, so Hiccup supposed that it had become instinct for them to come to this place, which was miles away from any inhabited island, so they could have families in peace.

Head constantly turning, never knowing where to look next and discovering something new every time he did, Hiccup leisurely made his way down to the edge of the crystal-clear lake. He trailed a hand through the water, and was surprised to find that it was pleasantly warm. A lot of seagoing monsters and flying dragons were catching fish in the deepest part of the lagoon, never eating all of it themselves. Sometimes, they would swallow the fish whole, only to return to a nest and regurgitate it for their waiting hatchlings.

Suddenly, something else drew Hiccup's attention. A massive, scorpion-like Blundertail dragon was scuttling around a large tide pool. There were many of these deep water pockets near the lake, but this one was unusually far away. The Blundertail was nudging some of its rock-like eggs toward the water, using its huge boulder-crushing teeth to roll the ovular objects forward. Intrigued by this behavior, Hiccup made his way toward the dragon.

When he had almost reached the tide pool, the Haddock boy almost stumbled over a pair of playful baby monsters that had flown into his path with squeaky screeches. The duo, a Nargacuga cub and a Rathling chick (its grey coloration made it difficult to determine whether it would become a Rathalos or Rathian), stole curious glances at the human in their midst before continuing their game of tag. Hiccup watched them go with a chuckle.

By now, the Blundertail had rolled its eggs into the tide pool. Curious instead of worried, Hiccup walked to the edge and peered inside, noticing with some surprise that he couldn't see the bottom – it was deeper than he thought.

There was a muffled *boom* and a spot of dull orange light that came from the very bottom of the pool. A rush of bubbles broke the surface, and two baby Blundertails followed. Using their pincers and back claws to scramble over the lip of rock that edged the water pocket, the dragonets immediately ran to greet their mother, who nuzzled them affectionately before leading them to another part of the island. The Blundertail glanced at Hiccup and gave him a nod, then stomped away.

Only when the dragon had crawled several meters did Hiccup notice the egg she had left behind on the rocks. Alarmed, the Chief-to-be called out, "Hey, you missed one!"

When he got no response, he ran over to the forgotten egg and made to pick it up. However, his fingers had barely reached its lumpy surface before it started to crack and smolder, smoke rising from the faintly-glowing fractures in its shell. It shook for about two seconds before it blasted itself to bits with a great plume of flame.

"Whoa!" gasped Hiccup, thrown away by the shockingly strong explosion. He picked himself up in time to see a newborn Blundertail, hide lightly steaming, crawl out from the wreckage to chase after its mother and siblings.

Another explosion rocked the island, far greater than what any one egg could do. Alarmed, Hiccup whirled around to a nearby nesting site on a small ledge, which a Gravios was curled protectively around. Its entire nest had just been blown apart as it sat and unworriedly watched a trio of baby Basarioses shake away the smoke and rock dust. Each Basarios was a young Gravios, with grey-green hide and without any of the rocky armor that their kind depended on for survival. Only a steady diet of minerals would build up those shells.

"So dragons and fire-breathing monsters come into the world with a bang," Hiccup noted. He watched a clutch of Velocidrome eggs hatch quite normally, no flames involved. Breathing a sigh of relief, the Haddock boy added, "Gods, it's a good thing these guys don't hatch back on Berk."

Just then, a shadow fell over him, and the unmistakable muffled *thump* of something big landing on rock came to his ears. Hiccup could practically feel the creature's gaze directed at the back of his head. Swallowing thickly, he tensed up and steeled himself for what he was about to do, then turned around with a cautious grimace, hoping that whatever it was wasn't about to kill him.

The grimace fell, and his eyes widened.

It was the black dragon. The Night Fury.

* * *

><p><strong>Meanwhile…<strong>

Astrid looked on excitedly as Ruff snuck into the house before her and the rest of the group, and placed the last of Heatray's eggs inside. When she came out, she was almost as giddy as the normally-serious Hofferson girl was.

"Wasn't this a great idea?" Astrid enthused.

"Uh-huh!" squealed Fishlegs.

"Everyone's going to be _so_ surprised!" exclaimed Arachne, hugging Astrid around the waist.

And that was when everything started to go downhill.

From within the house where Ruffnut had placed the Gravios egg, next to the fireplace where it would stay warm, a terrible explosion rocked the dwelling to its foundations and scattered bits of wood everywhere. One of those pieces of debris whacked Fishlegs on the head, fast and hard enough to temporarily knock him out.

"Surprise!" jeered Snotlout.

Astrid just looked at the demolished house with her mouth open in horror.

… _What…?_

"The eggs explode…" Snaketail breathed.

A little Basarios, missing its trademark coat of stony armor, crawled into their midst and onto the unconscious Fishlegs' belly, using its wings as forelegs to aid its unsteady back legs. It sat on its rump and let out a soft gurgle. Ruff, Tuff, Arachne, and even Snotlout smoldered at the sight of the baby wyvern.

Then came the inevitable.

Boom! _Boom_! _BOOM_! Houses started to explode all around them, going down in individual conflagrations of flame and eggshell. Vikings ran in terror, and the smoking debris – some of it still on fire! – whistled loudly as it soared everywhere and caused further damage.

"_The eggs explode_!" repeated Snaketail, voice comparable to a Diablos' shriek.

Flames were spreading everywhere. The fiery debris was flying unpredictably in all directions, catching other, undamaged, things on fire. A good number of pieces hit the Snoggletog tree, setting it alight as well.

"Whoa…" murmured Tuff, marveling at the destruction.

"Awesome!" agreed Ruff.

"This was your best idea yet, Astrid," Snotlout grinned.

She was simply too shocked and ashamed of herself to even consider being angry at his snide remark. This was all her fault. She was the one responsible for destroying so much of the village at a time that was supposed to be the merriest. Though to be fair, how was she to know that Gravios eggs were so ridiculously combustible?

It still didn't make Astrid feel completely better. Quite the contrary – it made her feel that much worse. Why hadn't she been more cautious?

Gradually, the explosions died down and the destruction stopped. Newborn Basarioses crawled out from the wreckage and stretched their wings and tails, looking around at the strange world they had been born into. They looked so disgustingly innocent that it made Astrid feel sick.

"What in Odin's name is going on?!" came Stoick the Vast's outraged roar.

Everyone present turned to look at Astrid for the answer, her friends included.

"The eggs explode," she whispered, and grinned nervously when a partially-collapsed house collapsed even further, right on top of Silent Sven.

There was one Hel of a mess that needed to be taken care of, and it came as no surprise when the Monster Riders were assigned the duty of cleaning it all up.

And all the while, the small crowd of baby Basarioses eyed them in bewilderment.

* * *

><p><strong>New Birth Island<strong>

From the stories Hiccup had heard all his life about Night Furies, he had expected the creatures to look much more menacing. They were supposed to be a lot like the Gore Magala, in certain ways – they never stole food, never revealed themselves, and never missed. Actually, the sound of a Night Fury's telltale screech just before it obliterated a catapult tower with a blast of purple fire hadn't been heard on Berk for generations. They kept to themselves, and were the most feared of non-monsters.

But the beast that stood before Hiccup wasn't anything like he had imagined. It was like poised like a giant cat, sitting on its haunches and staring down curiously at him with its green, green eyes. Its black scales gleamed in the sun, setting them alight with subtle blue and purple highlights. One of the flaps adorning its flat, wedge-shaped head twitched in an almost cute manner, while the fins on its tail flexed open and shut. The long, flexible appendage was curled around its paws.

All in all, the Night Fury didn't look that threatening at all. In fact, it looked about as dangerous as a cauliflower.

"Uh… hi?" tried Hiccup.

The sound of his voice seemed to perk the dragon up. It sat up a little straighter and let out a warble, then tilted its head to the side as if examining him more closely.

"You, uh…" Hiccup continued, once more attempting to make conversation. "You hungry then?"

He obviously got no reply, but the Night Fury nevertheless looked interested. So, Hiccup took the sack off his shoulder and opened it. As soon as he did that, the unmistakable aroma of cooked herring wafted out, getting a much more enthusiastic reaction out of the black reptile.

Taking great caution, as he always did when approaching a wild dragon or monster, Hiccup took out one of the fish and slowly held it out at arm's length. At first, the Night Fury was hesitant, and gave the herring a thorough inspection by sniffing at it for several moments. Eventually, it opened its mouth in preparation to eat the mouthful, and Hiccup was shocked to see that it didn't have _any_ teeth! All he could see was the pink of its gums – no white or pale yellow to be seen.

"Huh," he said. "Toothless. I've always imagined you with –"

Then the Night Fury unsheathed its previously-retracted dental array and snatched the fish out of his hand, which preceded an enthusiastic swallow with no chewing involved. Although the lunge was quick and completed in a split second, it had been precise, and Hiccup needn't fear losing any fingers.

"…teeth…" he finished lamely.

Still a little awestruck, the scrawny boy really didn't have the heart to prevent the Night Fury from digging into his bag and eating the rest of the fish he had brought. Oh, if only if he hadn't forgotten his sketchbook!

Deciding that he had at last had enough of the dragon, Hiccup left it to its meal. "So, uh, Toothless… I've got a friend I need to… um, see you later. Maybe."

He left 'Toothless' to the rest of his fish, knowing that he wouldn't really be able to prevent it from getting to them anyway. Instead, he went to try and find his monster, immediately heading for the higher cliffs in hopes of spotting the familiar shape of a Gore Magala.

"Sightless!" he called, letting his voice carry over the squawks and squeaks of a thousand or more baby monsters. "Sightless! Sightless, where are you?"

Receiving no answer aside from the din coming from the many families of monsters and dragons, Hiccup sighed to himself and shook his head. There was always the possibility that Sightless hadn't even come to this island in the first place – but that was a possibility that he didn't want to consider.

When he started to wonder about giving up his search, and trusting that Sightless would find his way back to Berk, he came over a small ridge. There in front of him was a small plateau amongst the cliffs, upon which several nests had been built. And, with a start, he realized that the occupants were more than familiar to him.

"Blackhawk! Hookfang! Stormfly!" Hiccup cried. All of his friends' monsters, and dragons, were all there together, as if they hadn't wanted to part after leaving home. Out of all of them, only Twinhorn, Stormfly, Blackhawk, and Venomwing had families – the rest hadn't managed to find partners.

At the sound of Hiccup's voice, the beasts all raised their heads eagerly and greeted him kindly. Hookfang and Snotsnarl, both still bachelors as it seemed, butted his shoulder affectionately when he passed them. Horrorcow squealed a welcome, but didn't get up from the spot where she was sunbathing.

"You have no idea how glad I am to see you!" enthused Hiccup, reaching out to pat every creature's snout in turn. Each one reacted happily and nuzzled his hand when he touched them.

When he got to Stormfly, though, a trio of miniature Nadders scrabbled out from under her protective wing and eyed the stranger in their midst with the utmost innocent curiosity. Hiccup's gaze warmed, and he leaned down to pat them or scratch them under the chin.

"And you have babies!" he added, losing none of his excitement. The little Nadders chirped cheerfully and closed in around him, all equally curious at his strangeness (they had never seen a human before, of course) and drawn to the kindness he showed them.

As Hiccup could now see, baby dragons loved attention a little too much. Blackhawk's hatchlings weren't helping – the Yian Garuga chicks had joined the fray and were now pouncing on his back, trying to play-hunt him to death.

Forgetting why he was here for now, Hiccup relented and played with the crowd of baby monsters, as well as the Nadders, until their respective mothers called them back to be fed. One of Twinhorn's children was the last to leave. The brown Diablos with its stubby horn nubs only left Hiccup alone when its mother tempted him over with an entire twiggy bush in her mouth.

The entire island was explored in a matter of hours. Hiccup's wanderings took him down to the coast nearest the cliffs, where there was very little room between the rocks and the ocean for nests to be placed. Thus, he found himself alone on the narrow beach.

Until, that is, he found someone he knew well perched on a rock not far from shore, fishing with his bare claws.

"Batwings!" the Haddock boy called, running farther down the beach to say hello.

The Siren immediately slipped off his rock in surprise, and fell with a splash and a startled scream into the shallow water below. To say that Hiccup's shout had been unexpected was a gross understatement.

A few seconds went by before the humanoid dragon burst up from the water in a frenzy of flapping wings and flailing arms. The patch of ocean he had fallen into was deeper than Hiccup had originally thought. Soaking wet, Batwings dragged himself to shore, a small fish amusingly caught in his hair.

"What the Thor?!" he demanded. "Hiccup, don't you ever do that again – wait wait wait. How on Midgard did you get to New Birth Island?"

"So that's what this place is called," Hiccup replied thoughtfully. "Dragons have a name for this place, then?"

"You'd better believe it," Batwings informed him. "We gather here once every few winters to breed. I don't really know about the monsters, but we dragons have been calling it New Birth Island for generations. You can see why."

Hiccup grimaced – he had had to deal with energetic baby reptiles all throughout his travels across the landmass. "Precious, aren't they?"

"I wouldn't know," said Batwings flippantly, but there was still something in his voice that betrayed a bit of sadness. "Never had any of my own. This is my first time here on New Birth Island… and, well, no luck."

Now Hiccup frowned. "Yeah, I didn't see any other Sirens around. Were you hoping to pair up with one?"

It wasn't quite as silly a question as the Haddock boy thought. Batwings shrugged and turned away from him, taking a moment to pluck the fish out of his hair and stuff it in his mouth – he was reluctant to answer.

But at last, he did. "Yes. One in particular."

Hiccup understood what – or rather, who – he was referring to, and he trembled in sympathy. Thinking back to his once-hopeless crush on Astrid, he knew just how Batwings felt.

In stark contrast to his somber attitude, Batwings suddenly showed his fangs in a wide grin. "Alright, I can't stand this depressing talk. Since we dragons are celebrating our own, sort of, holiday, why don't we get you back to yours? We can tell everyone not to worry about the monsters, because they'll be migrating back home any day now."

"That's an excellent idea," Hiccup said with a grateful sigh. He couldn't wait to get back to Berk. "I'll go get Hookfang or someone else, and –"

"Hold your horses there, Chief," Batwings smirked. "I have a better idea." He put his claws to his mouth and let out a long, piercing whistle.

Immediately, there was a green flash that knocked Hiccup aside, and he found himself being pecked and nuzzled lovingly by an enthusiastic Mocktalk.

"It's Hiccup!" the Qurupeco squawked loudly. "Mocktalk missed you lots!"

"Missed you too, Mocktalk," laughed Hiccup. He patted the bird wyvern on the beak, and Mocktalk quickly got off of him – only for a triad of bright green Qurupeco chicks to start mobbing and dancing around him, chattering like hyperactive Terrible Terrors.

Luckily, it was at that moment that Torch flew in and scared off the mini-Pecoes with a roar, sending them scurrying away to hide behind their father.

"Oh yeah, I forgot to mention that," Batwings added, smirking in a way that led Hiccup to believe that he hadn't forgotten at all. "May I proudly introduce the troublemaking trio of Warble, Squawktalk, and Honker."

"I definitely see where they got those names," the Chief-to-be replied, with the usual sarcastic edge. "By the way, have you seen Sightless anywhere?"

Batwings shook his head. "Not since coming to the island. But here's something that'll pique your interest – there's a Night Fury hanging around here."

To his surprise, Hiccup nodded. "Yeah, we've already met."

Suddenly, a roar came from some distance behind them, near the more populated parts of the island. Startled, Hiccup and Batwings looked up in time to see a black shape streaking out over the cliffs and towards the sea. A larger, similar shape was chasing it, an unearthly screech coming from its maw as it drove the Night Fury away. The Skrill didn't stop until the other dragon was a good long way away from land.

"Of course, not everyone is very happy about that," noted Batwings, watching the Skrill head back to whence it came.

Nodding again, Hiccup recalled that Skrills were fabled to hate Night Furies for some reason, and would fight or kill them on sight. He just hoped that _that_ Night Fury was alright.

The duo prepared to head back to Berk. With Squawktalk, Honker, and Warble in his arms and lap, Batwings settled aboard his monster while Hiccup straddled Torch's back. They took off over the sea before looping back in the direction of Berk, flying low over New Birth Island as they did so.

"I'll see you all back on Berk when you're good and ready!" Hiccup called down to the resident monsters and dragons. Batwings and Torch repeated his words in a series of growls and chirps as they passed a large cluster of dragons.

Then the unexpected happened – those dragons bellowed and squawked back at them, and then began to flap their wings. All around, dragons started to take to the skies, and the monsters noticed. Those that could fly joined the dragons in the air, while the land-bound ones hopped aboard those that could swim in the sea. The Skrill could be heard calling out, forming the multitude of creatures into one big horde again.

"Oh no," muttered Hiccup. "It seems I started the return migration. Well, if they insist!"

At the front of the flock, the Skrill, Torch, and Mocktalk all took off the high cliffs on the eastern side of the island. The flying adults all barked instructions to their following young as they jumped into the sky and powerfully stroked onwards. But while the land-walking monster hatchlings had no trouble following their parents, the sea-swimming and air-flying ones weren't powerful enough to battle the rough currents of air and water, and were pushed back to the cliffs and the shore. Patiently, the adults waited, but the babies were reluctant to try again.

"Okay, this isn't going to work," realized Hiccup, but suddenly got a great idea. "Batwings, tell the parents to wait with their babies until we get back. I think I know how to get them back to Berk and beyond."

With a salute, Batwings let out a hiss to the Skrill. Despite being the leader of the horde, it had no problem listening to his words. It dipped its prehistoric-looking head in an understanding nod and screeched out orders to the dragon population. When they went back for their children, the monsters got the idea and followed suit.

Now, Hiccup saw, it was only him, Batwings, and a couple of lone monsters circling about in the sky. "Let's go, everyone!" he yelled. "There are a few supplies we're going to need to get everyone home safely."

* * *

><p><strong>Sea Near Berk<strong>

A lone ship was sailing across the sea, nearing its destination quickly with the wind pushing at its sails. As the isle of Berk began to peek out from the horizon, the captain of the vessel chuckled to himself.

"There it is!" laughed Alvin the Treacherous. "Now we jus' gotta sneak in an' make off with as many monsters as possible!"

"And with the Berkians busy celebrating Snoggletog," Savage piled on, "they won't notice a thing until we're long gone!"

Nightshade, Alvin's Whispering Death, hissed and rattled her teeth alongside their evil laughter. She still owed that one-armed blacksmith some pain for bashing her over the head with a frying pan.

They were so busy chuckling over their plan that none of them noticed the eyes in the cloudy and rapidly-darkening sky far above their boat. Those eyes didn't need ears to know what was going on down there.

"That's an Outcast boat!" gasped Batwings. "And it looks like its heading straight for Berk!"

"They probably thought Snoggletog season would be a good time to pull off another of their dirty tricks," said Hiccup. "Well, that's not going to happen. Who've we got with us?"

Batwings glanced back at their company and said, "Snotsnarl, Needlenose, a Seltas, and a couple of Hotburples."

"Alright then, we're going in!" the Chief-to-be ordered. "That ship needs to be in splinters before we call off our attack. I want Snotsnarl and Needlenose to soften them up, then the Seltas and the Hotburples render them defenseless. Finally, Batwings and I will finish them off!"

Turning to the monsters (and Hotburples), Batwings called, "You heard the man! Go get 'em!"

And with that – they dove upon the unsuspecting Outcasts!

Speaking of which… "Alvin, do you hear something? Like wind?"

"Ya don't say?" the Outcast leader answered skeptically. "I've never 'eard of wind at sea on a day like this!"

"No sir, you don't understand!" protested Savage. "It sounds like something's flying toward us!"

Alvin considered that. "Well… now that ya mention it…"

Then Snotsnarl flew past them out of nowhere with a roar that made their ship tremble. Needlenose was right behind the Tigrex, randomly spitting blasts of ice from his jaws. The projectiles froze whatever part of the ship they touched, sending the Outcasts into a panic.

"Ya fools!" snarled Alvin. "Don't just run 'round like a bunch o' chickens! Fight 'em off like I trained ya ta do!"

However, the panicking warriors organized themselves too late. The lazy Hotburples were descending upon them by the time they got to their catapults, firing away with explosive bursts of hot magma that incinerated holes in the deck and hull of their watercraft. Every time an Outcast managed to avoid one and take aim with a catapult, the beetle-like Seltas would buzz past and distract them long enough for the methodical dragons to get away.

As the Hotburples burnt through the ship, the Seltas harried the soldiers, and the two domestic monsters kept Alvin and Savage too busy to organize their group with their alternating attacks, Hiccup and Batwings decided to move in for the finishing blow. It was the perfect opportunity, as their catapults were unable to aim, and the Whispering Death was being kept at bay by the light of the Hotburples' fires.

"Incoming!" the Siren called out, diving down on Mocktalk and surprising Alvin something fierce. He used the barbarian's shock as an opportunity to strafe the boat with the bird wyvern's flammable mucus.

"Odin's beard!" shouted Alvin. "It's the Monster Conqueror and 'is friends!"

Hiccup chose that moment to scream down toward the Outcasts on Torch's back, flames already gathering in the Typhoomerang's mouth. The marauders had only just enough time to abandon ship and dive overboard, before Torch ejected his built-up fire and burned down their boat. The mucus scattered by Mocktalk caused the wood to explode wherever the fire touched it, causing its destruction that much faster.

By the time the Outcasts resurfaced, Hiccup and his contingent of reptiles (plus one insect) were already moving on. As he and the rest vanished into the distance, he called over his shoulder, "Happy Snoggletog, Alvin!"

Of course, Alvin was fuming. Clutching a piece of driftwood, he spat into the water and seethed, "Bah, 'umbug! I '_ate_ Snoggletog!"

Savage, also grabbing the driftwood, sighed, "I suppose there's no chance of a festive turkey dinner when we get home, is there, sir?"

Furious, Nightshade hissed loudly and pushed Savage's head under the water. The three of them remained in bad moods for the entirety of the long journey home.

* * *

><p><strong>Berk Plaza, Twilight<strong>

The repairs to the village hadn't stopped since the whole Gravios egg incident that morning. The sun was already down and the stars were breaking out, but there was still a lot of work to be done. Those hatching Basarioses had done quite a number on the place.

Even Snotlout felt partially responsible for how wrong things had went, so he and the rest of the Monster Riders worked harder than anyone, not stopping even when their overworked muscles started screaming in protest. Yet not even Fishlegs expressed their discomfort, knowing that they probably deserved it and shouldn't complain.

While Astrid worked on nailing shingles back onto a roof, she glanced over and saw the Basarios hatchlings frolicking near some empty food crates. The sight of them enjoying themselves made her want to kick something.

"Ah, it's not so bad," she overheard Gobber saying nonchalantly.

"What do you mean, 'not so bad'?" huffed Stoick. "The village is destroyed, the monsters have gone and left us… let's face it, Gobber. This holiday is a complete – _what_ are these people looking at?" he added, frustrated.

Indeed, when Astrid glanced down from her perch, she saw that almost all the Hooligans were looking up into the black sky. She averted her gaze in the same direction, and instantly saw what had caught their attention. Part of the night sky was moving – no, in fact it was something moving against the sky. Hang on… no, that wasn't right either. It was a _lot_ of somethings.

"Hey, it's Hiccup!" someone yelled.

"And our monsters!" added another.

Astrid let out a gasp and squinted harder at the shadowy silhouette. It was only when it got close enough to reflect the light of the torches burning away in the village that she recognized it. It was a ruined Viking boat, being towed along through the air by all the monsters and dragons that had left Berk days earlier!

Gently, the multitude of winged creatures lowered the boat to the ground until it had landed safely and solidly on the snow-covered earth below. When it had stopped being dragged along, the monsters and dragons lowered the ropes and began their descent into the midst of the crowd. Hiccup, Batwings, Mocktalk, and Torch landed in front of the boat, while all the others landed amongst the joyously-cheering people. The village was then filled with ecstatic Vikings greeting and embracing their much-larger friends as they made their way back home.

But a few Vikings, including the Monster Riders, couldn't help but wonder what was in the boat.

Then, their curiosity was satiated when hundreds upon hundreds of little heads poked their heads over the edge, and through the cracks, of the hull. Growing bolder, the hatchlings scrambled down onto the new landscape, wide eyes focused on the humans that stared down at them fondly.

Hiccup couldn't help but smile. Having grown up with monster raids and expeditions to Helheim's Gate every other week, he knew how many wrecked Viking boats were trapped there in the unforgiving mists. He and Batwings had gone off and brought back as many boats as they could find, and the Siren had taken over with organizing the horde into groups based on where they lived. With more encouragement and a whole lot of rope, Hiccup and Batwings had sent the horde off in separate flocks back to where they originally came from, flying their own large group of babies home as well. Berk had been the last stop, so they could finally rest their weary selves.

They watched Snotlout tear ahead of everyone else to hug Snotsnarl and Hookfang. The twins embraced Queen and King, only to suddenly notice that they had their arms around the wrong monsters, and quickly switched places (although the elder dragons didn't mind one bit). Heatray ambled over to the crates where her Basarioses were, only to be tackled gleefully by Fishlegs. Astrid shared a tearful reunion with Stormfly and Blackhawk, only to start swooning over the six or so Nadders and Garugas that swarmed her like she was their own mother. Snaketail actually squealed when she saw Twinhorn leading a squad of baby Diabloses, while Arachne giggled hysterically under the weight of an over-affectionate Venomwing and two Remobra hatchlings.

Suddenly, Hiccup frowned. There was still no sign of Sightless. Had he really gone for good?

"To the Meade Hall!" bellowed Stoick, Needlenose and Thornado once more by his side. He was met by a collective cheer from the Berkians. "Grab your monsters! Grab your dragons! We finally have something to celebrate!"

* * *

><p>Hiccup had no idea what had happened to the village during his absence, but he could make a pretty good guess based on how Heatray had went off to greet a bunch of unfamiliar Basarios hatchlings. Fortunately, the Meade Hall hadn't been damaged at all. There were so many lanterns and decorations dangling from the rafters and strung between the pillars that it no longer had that gloomy atmosphere about it.<p>

Rather, it was quite cheerful.

Not being able to find anything he wanted to do, Hiccup contented himself with watching everyone celebrate. The hall seemed even larger with all the light illuminating everyone and everything within. The buffet tables were packed, and there was so much chatter going on that it was noisier than a group of screaming Gigginoxes.

"This is the best holiday _ever_!" Fishlegs was squealing when Hiccup passed by. The Ingerman boy was cuddling two Basarioses while Heatray curled up around his table, helping herself to a plate consisting of equal parts fish and rocks.

Music was currently playing, and a large space on the floor had been cleared for dancing. Several Vikings were doing just that, laughing uproariously and really enjoying themselves. Snaketail was hovering over Tuffnut's shoulder on the edge of the dance floor, pestering him for a dance while he did his best to ignore her. Snotlout was flirting with Astrid again, up until she kicked him in the groin at least. That brought a grin to Hiccup's face.

He walked to another part of the hall, where some of Arachne's friends were being harassed by Mocktalk's progeny. Honker, Warble, and Squawktalk were doing a great job at keeping them amused, even when Gustav ended up tripping over a stray Barroth's tail and earning himself a faceful of mud as punishment.

But strangely, Arachne was nowhere to be found amongst them. Frowning, Hiccup went off in search of her.

He found the Philston girl at the very back of the Meade Hall, where there was no one congregating. And soon, he saw why – she was offering a sea bass up to something in the rafters. Hiccup's heart skipped a beat when he saw the massive Skrill from New Birth Island lurking up there, behind a pillar. The purple dragon hesitantly crawled headfirst down the pillar, hooking its claws into its ornate surface, until it was staring directly into Arachne's eyes. The girl gave it the fish and patted its head, her hair flaring out with static electricity.

Hiccup left the two of them to their bonding with a smile on his face. However, thinking about the Skrill made him start thinking of its Night Fury enemy, which made him think about the dragon-watching excursion at the top of the catapult tower. Then he started thinking of his missing helmet, then how Sightless wanted to go and get it so badly, and then finally the Gore Magala himself. Sighing, he leaned against a pillar and allowed the smile to turn into a frown.

Out of nowhere, Astrid appeared and took his hands in hers. "I know this must be _really_ hard for you," she empathized, "seeing everyone with their monsters and their dragons. But you did a great thing for all of us. Thank you."

She leaned in to give him a brief kiss, to which he replied in kind, before drawing him into a tight, heartfelt hug. Hiccup only returned it half-heartedly.

"Astrid?" he asked helplessly. "Where did Sightless go?"

He felt her head shake slightly. "I don't know," she murmured sadly.

All of a sudden, the tender moment was interrupted by a high-pitched, rising screech not unlike a Gore Magala's, but louder, fiercer, and faster. Very soon, it was audible enough to make everyone suddenly stop and take note of the shrieking coming from outside.

"NIGHT FURY!" a Viking screamed.

"Get down!" came Gobber's voice.

The doors flew open, and the screech abruptly ended. A black dragon came bounding inside, rapidly clearing a path through the scared villagers, and landed right at Hiccup and Astrid's side. It seemed unable to contain itself, as it galloped in impatient circles around them with its ear flaps pricked high and pupils wide with excitement.

"Is this a…" Astrid began.

"Night Fury?" Hiccup finished. "Yeah, it is, we met on – whoa!" he suddenly shouted. The Night Fury had ducked its head and scooped Hiccup right onto its back before parading around some more. Those Vikings that weren't still shocked out of their wits were chuckling, while Batwings could be heard laughing openly.

"Wh-Where are you going?" asked Hiccup. The Night Fury ignored him and started running back the way it had come with him sitting on top of it. The boy managed to grab hold of the dragon's back spines before he was thrown off.

They raced past the crowds and through the open doors, into the bitingly-cold night air. But the Night Fury didn't stop, bounding down the staircase in great leaps assisted by its wide black wings. It appeared to be heading toward a strange dark lump sitting on the grass near Hiccup's house.

When they got closer to the lump, Hiccup let out a sharp gasp. It couldn't be…!

"Sightless!" he cried happily. Throwing himself off the Night Fury's back and landing on his face, he wasn't down for more than a second before he scrambled to his feet and ran to the Gore Magala's side. He wrapped his arms around the monster's neck, too glad to see him again.

Stiffening at the unexpected display of affection, Sightless soon relaxed and gently placed a paw against his rider's back, returning the hug in his own way. A happy growl came out of his muzzle, a little muffled for some reason.

Hiccup loved the feeling of Sightless' claws on his back. It thrilled him to no end. He hoped that this bliss would last forever.

After a spending a minute like this, Hiccup drew away from the one monster that anyone else would have stayed away from like their life depended on it. Only the Chief-to-be would be so eager to embrace the unholy offspring of contagion and plague itself. It was then, though, that he noticed the splint he had forged for Sightless was now hanging uselessly at his side. It must have been broken at some point during the Gore Magala's time away from Berk, which was likely to be part of the reason he hadn't come back in so long.

Which meant…

Hiccup turned to the Night Fury and asked, "You brought him back, didn't you?"

A cheerful-sounding warble came from its throat, and it cocked his head at the scrawny little human.

That sounded like a yes to Hiccup. He smiled and said, "Thanks, Toothless."

Nodding its head, the black dragon unfurled its wings and leapt into the air, soon invisible against the night sky. It shot a single purple fireball that exploded with a brilliant shockwave, lighting up the village impressively – and then there was no sign of it.

And now, it was just Hiccup and Sightless.

"_Bad_ monster!" the former suddenly scolded, drawing an accusatory finger. "You scared me half to death, don't you _ever _fly off for that long without me again, and – oh gods, _what_ do you have in your mouth?!"

Indeed, there was something odd coming out of Sightless' carapace-covered muzzle. He had been bobbing his head around, following the movements of Hiccup's finger, and when the finger had reached its highest yet, his head tilted back far enough for his rider to see something protruding out of his jaws.

Before Hiccup had a chance to react, Sightless bent over him, opened his maw, and slid his jaws over top of his head as if trying to eat him. There was a muted exclamation of disgust and an accompanying gagging sound as Hiccup retched at the smell of his companion's breath. Through his disgust, he didn't notice that the object already in Sightless' mouth fit snugly over his head.

Withdrawing, Sightless sat on his back legs with a very smug expression on his face. As with all the monster's facial expressions, it was difficult to tell exactly what they were conveying due to his lack of eyes, but Hiccup just _knew _that he was laughing at him. The Haddock boy felt very ridiculous with the hard, metallic, saliva-drenched thing sitting on his head.

"Yeah, you found my helmet alright," Hiccup admitted, wiping the slimy fluid away.

Wait.

"My helmet!" he exploded. "That's where you've been?"

Very proud of himself, Sightless promptly vomited a half-eaten fish into Hiccup's hands.

This time, Hiccup didn't bother complaining, and took a bite out of the fish obligingly.

"First thing tomorrow morning," he said while chewing, "I'm getting out our old gear. What do you say to an early-morning flight?"

Sightless opened his spread his cloak and let out a joyous scream. Then, from the Meade Hall, a similarly joyous voice rang out into the night…

"_Happy Snoggletog, everyone!_"

* * *

><p><em>Winter on Berk lasts most of the year. It hangs on with both hands and won't let go. And the only real comforts against the cold are the ones you keep close to your heart.<em>

_Turns out that this was the best Snoggletog ever. That year, I gave my best friend a pretty great gift._

_He gave me a better one._

* * *

><p><strong>Yes, our first sight of Toothless!<strong>

**The Rathling I mentioned briefly is not an actual monster by any means, just a term I invented to describe a baby Rathian/Rathalos. As seen in an in-game video, the baby wyverns are greyish in color, so it's difficult to say what monster they will grow up into.**

**So yeah. Next chapter should be up eventually, so review in the meantime!**

**Next time: Thorfest**
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_**Chapter 15**_

_**Thorfest Part 1**_

* * *

><p><em>Every year on Berk, we come together to test our strength, endurance, and courage in the annual Thorfest games. For some of us, it's… not such a great time of year.<em>

* * *

><p><strong>Berk Woods<strong>

Deep in the sea of pine trees that Berk's thick forest consisted of, there was more activity going on than was usual. Of course, wild dragons had always lived here in great numbers, and the recent monster inhabitants did their hunting amongst the pines, the Vikings of Berk usually stayed out of the fray.

Until this warm, sunny morning, that is.

"Come on!" shouted Gobber. "Put yer back into it! Put yer arms into it! Put yer _whole body_ into it!"

The sad thing was, Hiccup _had_ been putting his whole body into his current endeavor the entire time, and he still wasn't coming close to uprooting the tree sapling. Gobber could see that, but he wasn't about to let that stop him. His apprentice needed all the encouragement he could get.

And all the muscle he could get, come to think of it.

Yes, this was all part of Gobber's training regime for the Haddock boy, as the annual Thorfest games were coming up again. Traditionally, Stoick wasn't the one that put the effort in to train Hiccup, since his son had always been a disappointment to him until now – and anyway, the Chief was far too busy seeing to the Berk Monster Academy's renovations. No, Gobber had always served as Hiccup's coach, and unfortunately for him, it wasn't a job that came with a sense of accomplishment.

_Especially _when Snotlout and his father Spitelout were training in a clearing nearby, and the Jorgensons tore through the tree saplings without even breaking a sweat. Whereas Hiccup ended up in the dirt, with serious whiplash making it worse, after his last failed attempt to uproot the tree, Snotlout and Spitelout were currently standing amongst little tree stumps and yelling, "Snotlout, Snotlout, oi oi oi!"

Hiccup picked himself up off the ground and glared at the two of them. Silently, he swore that this year, Snotlout wouldn't be overshadowing him anymore.

Or, at least, he wouldn't be overshadowing everyone else.

* * *

><p><em>In fact, I've lost every single time to my cousin Snotlout.<em>

_But this year, all that could change. This year, I actually have a chance to win. Because for the first time ever, the Thorfest games will include…_

* * *

><p><strong>Berk Monster Academy<strong>

"Monsters!" announced Gobber. "They are now officially a part of Thorfest!"

Hiccup felt an excited quiver run down his spine as his mentor made that decree. He and the Monster Riders were all very excited to hear that, in fact. For Hiccup, it meant that there was finally a chance for him to beat his cousin and bring honor to the Haddock clan. For the others, it meant new challenges to master and new limits to which their skills could be tested.

The changes the Berk Monster Academy had undergone, as part of Thorfest, were quite dramatic. The net encompassing the ceiling of the arena had been removed through the painstaking efforts of Stoick and his men, and benches had been set up all along the rim. Banners and other decorations had been posted all around, especially at the entrance and around the metal supports that once held the wire ceiling in place. And of course, the Monster Riders' monsters were present.

Actually, now that Hiccup thought about it and looked around the arena, Snotlout and Snotsnarl were missing.

_How strange,_ he thought. _Usually they'd be the first ones here. Snotlout never lets an opportunity to brag about Thorfest pass._

Suddenly, he was snapped from his thoughts by Gobber, who was going on to explain the events that they would partake in during the games. "There'll be three additional events ta go along with the usuals. All of them will deal with you and yer monsters workin' as a team. The first is the fly an' shoot, which'll require yeh ta fly straight and shoot straighter –"

The blacksmith was then forced to duck as King and Queen suddenly shot twin bolts of flame right over his head, singing the horns on his helmet.

"Sorry!" called Tuff. "I think we're on the wrong monsters."

"I _knew_ something felt weird!" exclaimed Ruff.

The twins, who were indeed sitting on their respective sibling's monster, swapped position. With Tuff now sitting atop King and Ruff aboard Queen, they shot another pair of blasts, which Gobber barely got out of the way of again.

"Ah, much better," Tuff concluded.

Like nothing had happened, Gobber brushed himself off and continued, "Next is the freestyle. It's up ta _you_ ta impress the judges with a trick of yer choice."

Hiccup suddenly determined that Astrid was missing as well. But he needn't fear – he soon caught sight of her flying in lazy circles above the academy on Blackhawk's back, standing instead of sitting, and doing a bunch of cautious, experimental acrobatics. He and the others looked on, slightly impressed.

"Ah, a Yian Garuga wing-walk!" whistled Gobber. "Impressive, Astrid."

Then, Fishlegs approached him hesitantly. "Uh," he hazarded, "Heatray and I were wondering if there were going to be any intellectual events. Like a puzzle or a quiz or something."

With a subtle degree of sarcasm, Gobber patted him on the back and said, "I'll take tha' under advisement, Fishlegs. Now," he continued with his original speech, "let's not ferget the hurdles! Yeh'll be asked ta –"

A loud cheer rang out into the air, and Hiccup's mood worsened considerably at the recognizable brashness of Snotlout's voice. Everyone looked up as the narcissistic Jorgenson boy soared down on his Tigrex and landed heavily on the stone floor. Astrid quickly got out of his way, and landed Blackhawk next to Hiccup and Snaketail.

"You know what I love most about Thorfest?" Snotlout asked loudly. He glanced at his friends to see if any of them had guesses.

Batwings definitely had a (pretty acidic) answer waiting for him. "The arrogant idiots swaggering around with all their former awards?" he asked, jabbing a claw at the dozen-odd medallions hanging from Snotlout's neck, all won from previous Thorfest competitions.

He didn't get the Siren's sarcasm, of course. "Nah, I've never seen one. Anyway, the part of Thorfest I love most is the _winning_! Anyone wanna touch one of my medals, just to see what it feels like to be a winner?"

"I think I'll pass," muttered Snaketail.

"He certainly has a handle on the whole modesty thing, as usual," Hiccup said with a roll of his eyes.

Boastfully, Snotlout continued, "My family has never lost a Thorfest game. _Ever_."

"Here we go…" sighed Arachne.

"Monsters or no monsters," Snotlout went on, crossing his arms, "I'm going to do what I do every year… bring glory to my family. And you jokers" – here he swept an arm to indicate his audience – "will do what you always do… embarrass yours."

"I don't have a family, if you recall," Batwings drawled. "Not to mention that this is my very first Thorfest. You Vikings have some weird traditions."

"It's not _weird_," corrected Astrid, punching him on the shoulder. "It's a test of strength and a chance to prove who's the best. Surely even a dragon can understand that."

Thinking about it for a moment, Batwings finally gave her a nod. "I concede. That does make sense to me."

"Yeah!" Snotlout jumped in again. "And because I _always_ win, I'm obviously the best! Now if you'll excuse me, I've got to do some weightlifting, and practice signing autographs once I'm done."

He jumped back on Snotsnarl, either ignoring or completely unaware of how everyone was now looking at him with annoyance, disgust, or a mix of the two. Amusingly, Snotsnarl took off before he was completely settled onto his saddle, and he ended up dangling upside-down from the Tigrex's neck as they flew off.

"I will crush you all!" he cried, and soon vanished.

* * *

><p><strong>Gobber's Forge, Twilight<strong>

Still feeling annoyed at Snotlout's little speech back at the Berk Monster Academy, Hiccup allowed some of his frustration to escape as he hammered out the first piece of a new splint for Sightless. The inventive smith apprentice had had a design in the works ever since Thorfest season had begun, several days ago. It was now, finally, time to start making the splint. He wanted to get it done before the monster-related events to come later in the week.

In addition to the piece he was forging now, Hiccup wanted to make a more streamlined saddle and stirrup to go along with it, as well as a lighter and more efficient splint for Sightless' wing. While the Gore Magala was by no means the fastest of monsters, Hiccup wanted to encourage as much speed as possible out of him, especially since Sightless was already the fastest monster recorded in the Book of Monsters (thanks to the time trials that Fishlegs insisted go on at least once a week). Only Arachne's Remobra and Astrid's Yian Garuga came close.

"Okay, this should work," Hiccup muttered to himself. He put the hammer down, plunged the finished length of metal into a bucket of water to cool off, and then put it away on his worktable. Then, he took a long coil of measuring tape and rolled it along Sightless' arm, taking measurements for the next portion of the splint he'd need to make.

He was about halfway done when he heard a low cough. Standing up from his work, he glanced toward the entrance of the smithy and found Astrid, Arachne, and his father watching him.

Arachne was the first to speak. "What are you two working on?" she asked curiously.

"Ah, just some ideas for Thorfest," replied Hiccup, nonchalantly. He turned back to the Gore Magala, who was stretching out his forelegs in a strenuous yawn. "Do you guys need anything from me?"

Stoick stepped forward and replied, somewhat awkwardly, "Well… I only wanted to say that on that monster… you could actually… uh, you know…"

"Shut Snotlout's mouth?" his son grinned. "Best the Jorgensons?"

With a chuckle, Stoick agreed, "When you put it like that, it _does _have a nice ring." He was silent for a moment more, and then he clapped his huge hands together. "Okay then. Eh, I'll let you get back to… whatever it is… you two do."

The elder Haddock patted the junior Haddock on the back, then strode out of the forge. Meanwhile, the two girls stayed behind.

"Want to help?" Hiccup offered.

"Naw, I came to say goodnight," Arachne said, and let out a loud yawn. "Remember, Hiccup, you're the Monster Conqueror. You can do anything with Sightless! Beating Snotlout should be a cinch for you." She then walked out of the forge and disappeared into the darkness beyond, not giving Hiccup the chance to reply.

Only Astrid was left alone with him, which both of them realized all too well. It made for an extensive and uncomfortable silence.

"You really think you can beat Lout?" Astrid asked at last.

"With Sightless?" Hiccup replied. "As Arachne said, we can beat anyone!"

Shooting Astrid a sightless glance, Sightless himself let out a growl of agreement and shifted his cape more comfortably over his body.

Hiccup noticed Astrid seemed rather quiet. "Are you feeling alright?"

"Everything's fine," she replied, shrugging. "Well, I think I'm a little upset knowing that it'll be _another_ Thorfest I'm going to lose. If not to Snotlout, then to you."

It took a second for Hiccup to recognize that she had just given him a compliment. He grinned at her and gave her a little punch on the arm, trying to show her how he felt as well as trying to cheer her up. Astrid got the message and replied by slugging him four times harder.

"Really, you need to work on those muscles of yours," she patronized. "It's a wonder you survived all those monster raids we experienced growing up."

"What?" Hiccup protested. Flexing his arm, he told her, "I'm _way_ too muscular for their taste. They wouldn't know what to do with… all this."

Despite not having eyes, Sightless managed to look skeptical.

Astrid rolled her own eyes and backed out of the forge. She bid Hiccup farewell and waved before dashing off into the night.

Smiling at her retreating back, Hiccup shook his head at Sightless. The monster returned his smile and let out a short, encouraging scream, eager as his rider was to start the Thorfest celebration. Both of them were confident that they would win.

* * *

><p><strong>Berk Monster Academy, Two Days Later<strong>

Why should the Berk Monster Riders get to hog all of the fun? Thorfest always took place over a few days, all the better for both the adults _and_ the teenagers to go head-to-head and compete for first place (although the bragging rights were as good a prize as the medal that came with it).

The riders' part of the games didn't actually start until a day later, after their parents and neighbors had finished their portion. The feats they performed were impressive, as usual – they were Vikings, after all. Gobber placed first in the three-legged race, alongside the other two peg-legged men he teamed up with. Stoick the Vast lived up to his name by beating everyone else at the log-lifting event, where he lifted five giant oak logs at once without breaking a sweat. Spitelout was bitter until the end, as he didn't win any of the events – but his mood was lightened by his confidence in his son's ability to do what he couldn't.

On the second day, it was the teens' turn to shine – well, to be honest, more like Snotlout's turn. Hiccup dearly hated to admit it, but none of the other Monster Riders stood a chance against the beefy Jorgenson. Astrid would have easily beaten him in a fair competition, but the others were so clumsy that they consistently kept getting in her way, year after year.

As far as Arachne's, Snaketail's, and Batwings' performances went, Hiccup wasn't sure about them. Since the ten-year-old was officially a part of the Berk Monster Academy, Goosebreath and Phlegm had granted her permission to compete with her friends. Snaketail said that she celebrated Thorfest on her home island, and claimed to be really good. Batwings, as a dragon, obviously hadn't participated in a competition before. Still, that wouldn't stop him from trying his hardest.

"Let the second day of the Thorfest games begin!" yelled Stoick, throwing out his arms as he stood upon the wooden stage at the back of the arena. The teens all stood below him, cracking their knuckles and waving to the cheering crowd around them. Above, the seats were filled with their fellow Hooligans.

The side wall, near the gate, was decorated with crude paintings of the competitors' faces. Whatever points they scored would be drawn as black tally marks next to the corresponding portrait.

As one of the announcers, Mulch proclaimed, "The contestants are now lining up fer the sheep lug! The rules are simple – just hoist the sheep onto yer shoulders and run to the finish line on the other side of the stadium!"

"It's a good day for luggin' sheep, Mulch," added Bucket, the other commentator.

"Oh, Bucket," laughed Mulch. The horn he put his mouth to amplified his voice and let it carry. "_Every_ day's a good day for lugging sheep!"

Gobber walked along the starting line where the Monster Riders were standing, placing large sheep on each of their backs. While most had no problems holding onto their livestock, Hiccup's knees buckled under its weight.

_At least I can actually lift the sheep,_ he thought optimistically. _There's some good news._

"On yer mark…" called Mulch. "Get set…"

All nine competitors stepped up into running position, each of them tightly holding onto their sheep's skinny legs.

An audible, clanging ring echoed across the arena as Mulch struck Bucket's bucket with his hook, signaling the start of the event.

Everyone took off at a run, and Snotlout quickly took the lead. Hiccup was pleased and surprised to find that he was close behind Astrid, Snaketail, and Batwings, who were trailing behind the Jorgenson boy. The twins abandoned the race after taking a mere five steps, when Tuff bumped into his sister and provoked a violent retaliation. Soon, they were brawling off to the side, and a sheep flew into Arachne's path and tripped her. Fishlegs dropped to his knees out of tiredness.

Next to go was Snaketail, who didn't have much more stamina than Fishlegs. Batwings' wing then accidentally whacked Astrid in the face, who fell down on top of her sheep. She reflexively let go and grabbed for the offending limb – but instead of pulling herself up, she pulled the Siren down with her.

Only Hiccup and Snotlout were left, and was the former ever excited! Snotlout was pretty close in front of him, so if he could just call on his last reserves of energy and cross the finish line first…

However, the Chief-to-be was more tired than he realized, and already running out of steam. His pace slackened by a hair, and he tripped over a crack in the floor instead of stepping over it. Fruitlessly trying to keep his balance, Hiccup fell and was crushed under his sheep.

Meanwhile, Snotlout breezed ahead and broke the rope at the finish line, located at the academy's gate.

"And the first point of the Thorfest games goes to Snotlout!" Mulch announced.

"_Wooooo_!" cheered Snotlout, throwing his sheep to the ground in celebration. "Snotlout, Snotlout, oi oi oi!" As he yelled his catchphrase, Spitelout chimed in from the audience.

Hiccup slumped and gave up his attempts to get out from under his sheep. All of a sudden, the woolly grazer's weight disappeared from his back, and Snaketail's hand appeared in front of him. Gratefully, Hiccup took it and thanked her for helping him. He then turned to the scoreboard and frowned – a long black line had been painted next to Snotlout's portrait, bringing him to the lead.

A half hour later, after the adults had finished setting up the arena for the next event, the teens were all perched on a giant log held up by two supports, positioned above a bed of hard but not dangerous gravel.

"Next is the traditional log roll event!" Mulch shouted into his horn. "The last one standing on the log is the winner!"

"Enjoy your faceplant, losers," Snotlout snickered.

The signal to start was given, and while the resonating *clang* was still fading, the contestants all began to run in place on the log, which caused it to spin increasingly faster. And the event itself spun out of control just as quickly.

First Snaketail lost her balance and dropped to the ground lightly, landing on her hands and knees. Then Ruff and Tuff tripped, ending up rolling with the log until their own momentum launched them into the far wall. Next, Batwings' foot touched empty air, and he fell off the log headfirst. Fishlegs' arm shot out for balance and smacked Arachne, throwing her to the ground, and the Ingerman boy followed shortly thereafter. Astrid went down, and finally, Hiccup's prosthetic slipped and he ended up falling on top of the big wooden cylinder (right on his groin) before being flung to the ground.

Above them all, Snotlout kept running, drinking in the cheers with his arms held in the air triumphantly.

"And another point goes to Snotlout!" shouted Mulch, and another tally mark was added to Snotlout's total score.

Hiccup's only response was a long, drawn-out groan of agony as he painfully covered the area between his legs. "Not… doing that… again…" he rasped. He accepted the hand offered to him, this time by Fishlegs, and hobbled away with his equally-sore peers.

The third event took place almost an hour later, since the adults had to set it up and then wait for the twins to wake up from their violent expulsion from the log roll. Stacks of barrels were set up about three-quarters away across the arena, opposite the cages on the back wall. The top-most barrels lay on their sides, with targets painted on their lids. Hiccup and his friends had their (formerly) monster-hunting weapons with them, arm muscles ready to send them flying at the targets.

"Next is the weapon toss!" Mulch proclaimed helpfully. "In this event, the contestants will choose their favorite weapon and try to hit the targets! Remember, accuracy is everything!"

The Monster Riders didn't need telling twice. On the sound of the bucket ring, they launched into action.

On one end of the arena, Snotlout threw his Brazen Clout Hammer. The heavy Uragaan jaw piece grafted onto it made the weapon's flight difficult but powerful. But despite the Jorgenson's exceptional accuracy, Fishlegs' Carapace Mace flew out from nowhere and knocked against it, messing up its course. The Hammer and Sword and Shield clattered against the wall beside the target – a miss if there ever was one.

"Oops," Fishlegs said, chuckling nervously.

"I will _break_ you, Chicken-legs," growled Snotlout.

Hiccup went next. His pure iron Hunter's Dagger was light and easy to carry, so the tricky bit was to throw it with enough force to embed it in the barrel. He reared back and tossed the sword straight and true, but although the aim was down pat, there wasn't enough strength in the throw. The Hunter's Dagger stuck its point into the barrel _underneath_ the targeted one.

Ruff and Tuff hurled their Blue and Red Prominence Lances like spears, but the Rathalos-scale weapons missed the targets spectacularly.

Snaketail's aim wasn't much better. She converted her Noble Shieldaxe from its axe form – where the sword and bladed shield were combined into one weapon – to its sword form by pulling out the smaller blade by the handle. She chucked it across the academy, but the throw was wild. The Charge Blade's core component was effortlessly caught by Gobber up above.

Batwings did a masterful twirl to build up momentum and tossed each of his Dual Blades. One of the Double Deathbolts sliced through the air and struck the far wall, throwing up some sparks as its sharp point struck the rock, but the second pierced the target on the outermost ring.

Arachne had no weapon of her own, so she retrieved Hiccup's with his permission. She hurled the Hunter's Dagger with all of her might, but it hit the ground halfway between her and the barrel. She hung her head, disappointed.

But Astrid… her Midnight Blackwings raced through the air as black blurs, moving like shadows. The multi-bladed Dual Blades both struck the center of the Hofferson girl's target dead-on, with their largest points sinking into the wood side-by-side.

"Bulls-eye!" cried Mulch, and the crowd went wild. A mark was added to Astrid's now-existent tally. Snotlout looked stricken.

The last three events were ones that went by pretty quickly, and were ones that Hiccup performed just as miserably in as the previous three.

The archery event was held directly after the weapon toss. Hiccup struggled to get his arrow into position, and when he finally had it lined up with the target, he didn't have sufficient arm strength to pull the bowstring back. The arrow flew a staggering two feet before it hit the ground.

Astrid ended up winning, much to Snotlout's resentment. If Fishlegs hadn't bumped into him at the crucial moment, he was sure he would have been the one to get the point. As it were, his arrow hit the side of the barrel instead of dead center like Astrid's did. Even Snaketail and Batwings performed better than him! And to top at all off, he wasn't crushing the competition like he did every year – he and Astrid were now tied, two for two.

The arm-wrestling contest was next, and indeed, Snotlout did end up demolishing everyone. Fishlegs lasted the longest, but ultimately was no match. Now, Hiccup yelped as his cousin literally threw him aside by the arm and turned to the cheering spectators without missing a beat. He landed on the hard ground again, grimacing to himself. He hurt all over, but his pride was pretty damaged, and Snotlout was in the lead again.

Funnily enough, it was Tuffnut who won the last event – the stall-cleaning contest, and yes, it was just as disgusting as it sounded. Each contestant had to use a bucket to shovel out their crate of yak dung and empty it into the much bigger crate at the other side of the academy. Whoever finished first, naturally, was the victor.

"Ha, my sister and I clean yak stalls _all the time_," Tuff bragged when Arachne asked how he had done it. "You guys might not be able to handle the smell, but I was practically _born _with it!"

Meanwhile, everyone was rushing off for baths, followed by a preposterously-large swarm of flies. Except Hiccup – the Haddock boy was busy extracting himself from the overflowing crate of yak excrement that Snotlout had 'accidentally' shoved him into. What a wonderful cousin.

Spitelout was laughing the loudest at that spectacle, which helped him lighten up after Tuffnut's (and more importantly, not Snotlout's) win. "Why don't ya give us the medal now, Stoick?" he hollered. "You'll save your boy the embarrassment!"

"Why don't you sit back down, Spitelout," the Chief snapped back.

"Ah, don't let 'im get ta yeh," Gobber said, breezily.

* * *

><p>At the end of the day, and after a <em>very<em> thorough bath, Hiccup came back to the academy and stared forlornly at the scoreboard for a few minutes. The arena was empty, having been vacated by the adults in favor of grabbing dinner at the Meade Hall. Thus, he was alone, which was fine with him.

"Well, dead last," the scrawny young Viking muttered to himself.

_Snotlout got the most points, as usual,_ he continued in his head. _At least he won't brag as much as every year, having lost half the events to Astrid and Tuffnut._

Boy was he wrong.

Speak of the devil. The sound of a heavy monster landing on the floor, followed by a succession of loud footsteps, announced Snotlout's arrival. He immediately launched into a taunt of, "Checking out the scoreboard again, huh? Dreaming about what it's like to be on top? Wow, do I really have the most points _and_ the best-looking picture? _Unfair_!"

"Yeah, well, have your fun now," retorted Hiccup, temper flaring. "Tomorrow, everything will change in the monster events."

Anyone else would have gotten the point. On a normal day, Snotlout would probably understand Hiccup's reasoning. Today, though, after a day full of success and praise and glory, Snotlout wouldn't let anyone have the last word with him.

"I can't _wait_!" he boasted. "Because with Snotsnarl and I, it's like boy and monster have become one! We're like a bronster. Or a moy." He mounted Snotsnarl, and the yellow pseudowyvern launched himself into the sunset. His obnoxious rider yelled back, "Or a Snotrex!"

"Yeah?!" Hiccup challenged, glaring up at the rapidly-shrinking pair. "Well, tomorrow you'll have to answer to… Sightcup!"

Immediately upon hearing the last word come out of his mouth, Hiccup facepalmed.

_Really, is that the best I could do?_

Apparently, someone else was thinking the same thing. "'Sightcup'?" two voices repeated.

Hiccup whirled around and saw both Astrid and Batwings, standing there with their monsters. He sheepishly admitted to them, "Yeah, it isn't my snappiest comeback, but… come on, I can't think when Snotlout's getting under my skin."

"Believe me, I know how you feel," growled Batwings, cracking his knuckles. He squeaked when he slipped and cut himself with a claw. Behind him, Torch let out a snort of amusement.

"Why are you letting yourself get caught up in all of this?" Astrid inquired of Hiccup, raising her eyebrows.

Sighing, he answered, "Because for the first time ever, I finally have a chance to beat Snotlout. To quiet him down!"

Astrid and Batwings both looked at him, their expressions unreadable.

Then there was a gust of wind that almost knocked them over, a huge shadow that flew over the arena, and a "SNOTLOUT, SNOTLOUT, OI OI OI!"

The Hofferson girl looked up at her friend. "Good point," she conceded. "I have to confess, it _would_ be nice to see someone else with a Thorfest medal."

"And to have that blithering idiot knocked down a few pegs," added Batwings, blowing on his cut. "Don't think you're the only good Monster Rider, though. In fact, I bet that as the worst of our gang, Snotlout's going to be humiliated more times than he can count tomorrow."

"Which, sadly, isn't very high," smirked Astrid. "Good luck tomorrow, guys. After all… you're going to need it." She flashed them a grin and hopped aboard Blackhawk, who rose into the air, did a neat twirl, and disappeared into the light of the setting sun.

Hiccup watched her go. "The real competition begins tomorrow."

"Most definitely," Batwings replied. "We all might be bad at log rolling and weapon tossing, but monster training? Even Snot Face can do it."

Mocktalk warbled and nodded his head, doing a little hop on the spot. Torch ambled over and scooped his rider onto his back. With farewells to the one left behind, the Siren, Qurupeco, and Typhoomerang soared into the colorful sky and out of sight.

Turning his gaze back to the scoreboard, Hiccup glared balefully at the portrait – one in particular. If his stare were any more intense, Snotlout's pig-like face would have burst into flames.

"You've spiked your last sheep, 'Snotrex'," Hiccup muttered. "Tomorrow… tomorrow is a new day."

He normally wasn't one to encourage competition. But the chance to defeat Snotlout in the Thorfest games was too delicious for even him to resist, and the anticipation had left the normally-uncompetitive Haddock boy swept up in the flames of determination.

* * *

><p><strong>Snotlout's House, Nightfall<strong>

That night, while the rest of the Monster Riders made last-minute preparations for the big day tomorrow, Snotlout was doing nothing but sitting on his front porch and gazing up at the stars. To his eternal surprise, though, he found that he was no longer alone.

"What're you doing here?" he asked rudely. All the same, he moved over a bit so that his visitor could sit down next to him.

Arachne did so and took off her helmet, balancing it on her knee. "Well," she told him, "Astrid's busy keeping an eye on Blackhawk's babies, with Stormfly's help, so I couldn't visit her. From what I heard when I passed the Chief's house, Batwings has his hands full with the Peco triplets, so I thought I'd come check on you instead."

Snotlout paused for a beat. "That's… really nice of you. I guess…" he said reluctantly.

"You're lucky _you_ don't have any monster babies to look after," the Philston girl informed him, seriously. "Thank Odin Venomwing only has two. She's handling them while I'm out."

"Yeah, well…" Lout replied dismissively. "Looking after kids is for sissies. And girls."

Silently, Arachne stared at him, seeming to study every little detail on his face. The intense look that the ten-year-old had fixed him with unnerved the Jorgenson boy.

"Uh, is there something in my teeth?" he asked, nervously.

She blinked and stopped staring. "You're scared of losing tomorrow, aren't you?"

"No!" Snotlout instantly denied.

Arachne looked at him again, for a long time.

She waited.

And waited.

"Okay, fine, so I'm kinda scared!" Snotlout burst out, irritably. "I have to win the last events against the best monster rider in all of Berk – and _don't_ tell him I said that! – or my dad will kill me! You happy now?"

"Not at all," Arachne informed him. "I'm actually feeling sorry for you."

The boy in distress paused again. "Wait, you are? For me?"

"Yeah, I am," she confirmed.

The two of them spent several minutes watching the plethora of stars above twinkle in the otherwise pitch-black sky.

Finally – "Hey, Arachne?"

"Mm-hmm?" she hummed, eyes still focused on the sky.

"Thanks a ton," Snotlout said. "You're cool. For a girl."

She turned to look at him again, and grinned.

* * *

><p><strong>I really should start referring to this episode as "Thawfest", as in the TV series, but ever since writing "Legends are Born", I just can't bring myself to do it. Thorfest it is and will always be.<strong>

**I also find it preposterous that Snotlout is suddenly much better at these Viking-like recreational activities than Astrid is.**

**Part 2 will be finished before you know it, readers! Review please!**
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_**Chapter 15**_

_**Thorfest Part 2**_

* * *

><p><strong>Late Morning<strong>

Yes, as Hiccup had promised himself the night before, today was a new day.

The Monster Riders were all unusually excited this morning, all things considered. Sure, they'd probably lose to Snotlout, but this was still the _first_ Thorfest _ever_ where they'd be able to perform with their monsters. If that wasn't exciting, than what was?

Even the monsters seemed to be, if not excited, then more alert than usual. As the adults all filed in and took their seats, the huge creatures lined up against the back wall with their riders and drank in the attention. They could sense that today was important. They could practically _feel_ the built-up tension in the air. It made them want to perform to the very best of their ability.

Today marked the start of the Thorfest monster games, and everyone looked equally as eager to compete. No one, however, was more determined than Hiccup and Sightless. As far as Hiccup was concerned, the Gore Magala was looking forward to besting Snotsnarl just as much as he was looking forward to besting Snotlout.

"Welcome to the third day of the Thorfest games!" Mulch shouted in a rousing voice. "Let the monster events begin!"

"It's a good day for luggin' sheep, Mulch," said Bucket.

Mulch spared his friend an encouraging nod before continuing with the commentary. "First and foremost, we have the hurdles!"

He gestured to a series of logs, set up similarly to the one during yesterday's log roll event, that were lined up across the academy, out the gate, and right to the end of the cliff outside.

"Hurdles, shmurdles," Snotlout said dismissively. "I could make it over those things in my sleep."

"You don't go _over_ them," corrected Snaketail, "you go _under_ them."

For a moment, the Jorgenson boy just glared. "Duh, I knew that," he finally muttered.

The *clang* of Bucket's bucket rang out loud and clear as Mulch announced, "First up is Fishlegs Ingerman!"

Heatray lumbered forward on the ground, as she was too unwieldy to fly at such a low altitude. She approached the first hurdle, picking up speed with her slow and powerful steps – and then ended up stuck underneath it. The abrupt halt made Fishlegs fly off of the Gravios' neck and hit the next hurdle.

"Uh, guys, a little help over here!" he groaned, then said to Heatray, "Don't worry, girl, this just isn't our event."

Next were the twins, but sadly, there was a mix-up. Mulch called Ruffnut for her turn, but Tuffnut misheard and thought he called _his_ name. Queen and King pounced forward at the same time, crashing into the first hurdle and ending up in a tangle of paws and wings and tails. As could be expected, the Thorstons started fighting.

Snaketail was after them. She and Twinhorn performed decently well, charging underneath the first half of the overhead logs. Then a seabird flew by, and Twinhorn raised her head to glance at it. Her heavy head crashed into the next hurdle, and the entire rest of the course fell down, log by log.

"Ouch…" she said with a wince. "Twinhorn, we need to work on your focus."

Once the hurdles had been all fixed up, Arachne took her turn. Easily, her and Venomwing dove under the logs and flew through the majority of the course. But through her adrenaline rush, the Philston girl forgot that there were hurdles lined up outside the academy, and left the course prematurely. She started kicking herself over that once she had realized.

Then was Astrid's turn. She and Blackhawk made it magnificently through all of the hurdles, but as they approached the end, the blonde bumped her head on one of the logs.

Batwings and Mocktalk went after them, but their run wasn't nearly as spectacular. The overexcited Qurupeco klutzily tripped over his own feet after ducking under the first hurdle, and fell down so hard that the Siren was knocked right off of the bird wyvern's back. He flared out his wings to try and stop himself, but he still collided with the next hurdle down, right in the stomach.

"What a joke! This'll be the easiest event ever," bragged Snotlout. Getting ready to begin his turn, he added to Hiccup, "Where's your book? You might want to take some notes!"

Snotsnarl let out a roar and crawled along the ground in the furious charge that Tigrexes were famous for. As he rampaged under the hurdles, things immediately started to go wrong – Snotlout continuously banged his head on each and every one of the hurdles.

Hiccup felt Sightless tense with anticipation underneath him. "Let's show them how it's done, bud," he murmured.

Instantly, the Gore Magala unfurled his furry wings and shot forward, catching the air under his cloak and using it to skim the ground masterfully. At the last moment, Hiccup clicked the stirrup and adjusted Sightless' splint to a new position, and the monster flipped upside down. They streaked through the course without changing that position, without missing a single hurdle. The crowd roared!

"And Hiccup makes a perfect run!" cheered Mulch, over the din. Bucket obligingly went over to the scoreboard and painted a long line next to Hiccup's portrait.

Sightless landed right outside of the academy alongside his friends, and Hiccup let out a laugh. "Did you hear what he said?" the Chief-to-be asked enthusiastically. "Perfect! I believe that that's my first Thorfest point, _ever_! I realized something right now… I like beating Snotlout. I feel taller. Am I taller? Never mind, don't answer that."

His tirade came out in a rush, so fast that the other riders had trouble making out his words.

"Don't choke when you swallow that pride," said Arachne, with some degree of sarcasm.

"_My_ pride is injured enough without you rubbing salt in the wound, thanks," Batwings added bitterly. He was clutching his stomach and trying to get his breath back after his incident.

"Is Hiccup _gloating_?" asked Astrid.

"I'm not one hundred percent sure," Fishlegs told her. "I've… never actually heard him gloat before."

Hiccup himself was so giddy that he didn't hear any of their comments. Winning to him was like dragon nip to a dragon. It was addicting, very much so! Now he knew why Snotlout was so boastful.

Speaking of…

"Don't get too excited," snapped Snotlout, swooping in aboard Snotsnarl. He held up a finger and continued, "You know what this is? The number of wins I need to end this thing. And you know what _this_ is?" he added, holding up a second finger. "The number of chances I have."

Holding his hand in a position where his forefinger and thumb met, Hiccup shot back, "Well, you know what this is? The size of your brain. No wait," he corrected, shrinking the circle he had made with his fingers. "Yes, that's much better."

Snotlout gave his cousin a heated glare. "Like you've ever seen my brain…"

"Like I ever want to," Hiccup retorted, smugly.

When Snotlout flew off on his monster, the suddenly-confident Haddock boy turned around to see his friends staring at him, their expressions ranging from befuddled to neutral to annoyed.

"What? He started it," he said lamely. "When we were five…"

The next event was ready not too long after the adults finished clearing the hurdles from the stadium floor. This time, there were no props involved, except for a table cast off to the side where three Vikings sat down at. It was there job to be the judges and give each contestant a score based on their performance.

"Yes, that's right!" Mulch shouted into his horn. "Next, we have the freestyle event! Riders and their monsters will show off their style and abilities in order to impress our three judges!" He waved his hook at them, and they stood up and bowed to the spectators.

Ruff and Tuff were up first, and the rest of the Monster Riders stood right outside the academy as they waited for their turn to display. The trick they had chosen to perform was a risky one – Queen and King flew side by side, so closely that their wings had to flap in unison so they wouldn't impede each other's progress. Tuffnut stood atop both monsters, with one foot on Queen and the other on King, while at the same time balancing Ruffnut on his shoulders.

"Check this one out!" the female Thorston called.

"We call it 'the iron split'!" her brother finished.

Right after he said that, Queen and King separated ever so slightly, and Tuffnut ended up falling with his feet still stuck out to the sides. It was a literal split, one that made Tuff's pants rip with a huge tearing sound. He groaned with pain and embarrassment, and the judges gave him a measly two out of nine.

Next was Arachne and Venomwing. "We call this next feat of daring 'the extreme butterfly'!" the young girl called out. She and her Remobra soared in ever-tightening circles around the arena. Venomwing's wide wingspan wasn't made for maneuverability, though, and she soon wasn't able to keep up with the speed of her increasingly sharp turns. Out of control in moments, they spun off into a corner.

"It's alright, girl," Arachne muttered, blanketed by the Remobra's wing. "As Fishlegs said, this just isn't our event."

The crowd didn't applaud very enthusiastically when Snaketail and Twinhorn walked in, probably because they were expecting another failure. But Snaketail's trick was as simple as it was impressive – sitting atop Twinhorn's back as usual, she prompted the Diablos to attack two training dummies. Twinhorn swung her head at each of the dummies, throwing them into the air with her horn, and then smacked them away with her clubbed tail. Both dummies hit a painted target that had been set up near the entrance. The Vikings cheered for the Grundenson's masterful performance of strength and accuracy, and the judges awarded her five out of nine points. Good, but not great.

"Time for our act!" whooped Batwings, aboard Mocktalk as the bird wyvern pranced into the arena. "We like to call it the 'Qurupeco two-step'!"

Mocktalk let out a trumpeting squawk and began wagging his tail and flaunting his wings in an energetic dance. As they twirled around repeatedly, Batwings stood up and commenced juggling many fist-sized rocks, unperturbed by the dizzying circles that Mocktalk danced around in. Amongst the laughing and clapping crowd, the Peco triplets – Squawktalk, Warble, and Honker – chirped and sang as they cheered their father on.

Astrid was next in line, impressing the crowd with a series of acrobatics from Blackhawk's back, while the Yian Garuga soared in circles on careful wings. Her feat earned her an awesome eight out of nine from the open-mouthed judges.

"How does she make it so easy?" wondered Fishlegs, standing with the other riders just outside the gate.

"Lots of practice?" suggested Hiccup, sardonically.

"How come _you_ can't do that?" Arachne asked Snotlout.

"Pfft, I totally could," he claimed with a wave of his hand. "I just choose _not_ to."

After Fishlegs had finished his turn – he and Heatray crashed into a wall in the middle of their act and got a miserable score – Hiccup went next. He and Sightless shot right out of the arena and into the sky from a standstill, then wheeled out into the ocean before performing a power dive at a sharp, descending angle. As they neared a rock spire jutting up out of the ocean relatively close to the academy, Hiccup clicked the stirrup and sent him and the Gore Magala veering upwards, coming up over the tall rock with a series of aerial somersaults. They leveled out after they completed the fifth one, and landed safely on the floor.

Simply dazzled by Hiccup's performance, the judges gave him a perfect nine out of nine. His heart leapt when he saw them holding up their chosen scores.

_Another victory!_ he thought. _I wish I could have seen the look on Snotlout's face when I landed…_

Now that everyone had finished their tricks and received their scores, it was Snotlout's turn to show what he and Snotsnarl were made of. While the overconfident Jorgenson boy got himself into position on the pseudowyvern's neck, the twins started conversing with each other.

"I hear Snotlout's going to do a trick called the 'rings of deadly fire'," Tuffnut was saying. "No one's _ever_ tried it before!"

Hiccup's expression went from skeptical to slightly concerned when he overheard this.

"Because it's too dangerous?" hazarded Ruff.

"No, because he just made it up!" Tuff told her.

_I really hope he knows what he's doing,_ Hiccup thought, looking at the immense wooden rings that had been erected in the arena below him.

"I'm probably going to win the event for coming up with this one!" Snotlout claimed. He clamped his hands over Snotsnarl's horns as they lifted off the ground, made a wide upwards circle, and came back down at a steady clip toward the arena. "Gustav, fire!"

A small, black-haired boy peeked out from behind one of the rings and gestured to Hookfang, who was beside him. The Monstrous Nightmare tilted his head up and breathed out a stream of sticky fire, which latched onto all of the rings and set them alight with leaping orange flames.

But, if there was one thing that most monsters feared, it was fire.

Snotsnarl emitted a panicked roar at the sight of the flames looming closer and closer, and completely lost it. He pulled up, wings frantically flapping in an effort to get away from what lay ahead of him. However, Tigrexes weren't exactly built for a life of fancy flying like some other wyverns, and slammed into the obstacle course. Everything tumbled apart in a huge pile of fire and smoke and wood, and Hiccup hid his face in his hands, unable to watch the destruction.

"I get the rings and the fire part," Tuffnut muttered, "but where's the death?"

"We've been cheated," scowled Ruff.

Uncovering his eyes, Hiccup looked back at the aftermath to find Snotlout running out of the pile of smoldering wood, screaming shrilly, with his pants up in flames. The only one in the crowd that wasn't laughing as he dove into a trough of water was Spitelout. Hiccup didn't feel so amused, either.

With everyone having finished their performances, the point was given to Hiccup. A bit of his confidence restored, he soon got over the sympathy he felt over seeing a flaming Snotlout jumping into the water in a blind panic. The big bully deserved it.

While the arena was being cleaned up for the final event, Hiccup silently approached his cousin, who was staring forlornly at the scoreboard, all arrogance gone. Suddenly, his chances of winning the Thorfest games didn't look so good – he was still in the lead with three points, but Tuffnut had one point while Astrid and Hiccup each had two.

"Wow, Snotlout," Hiccup commented, causing the Jorgenson to turn around and stare at him with a strangely blank expression. "Your dad looks _really mad_ at you right now."

They both looked upwards to see Spitelout glaring and shaking his head with disapproval.

"What do you know?" Snotlout defended, rudely. "He always looks like that? Do you really think you have any shot at beating me?"

Pretending to think, Hiccup replied, "As a matter of fact… I _do_ have a shot at beating you."

"Do not," countered Snotlout. His Viking stubbornness issues were really showing.

"Do too!" Hiccup replied regardless. "Think about it, Snotlout! Or, if that gives you a headache, let me tell you – Sightless is a Gore Magala, and I'm the best rider on Berk. How could I _possibly_ lose?"

"Because that's what you _do_!" Snotlout bellowed, enraged. "I _win_, and you _LOSE_!"

Hiccup told him defiantly, "Take a long look at that scoreboard. Not anymore!"

To Lout's credit, he didn't do as Hiccup suggested. Instead, he stomped off with his fists clenched, muttering incomprehensible gibberish to himself.

"What was all that about?" questioned Astrid, walking away from the others and approaching her friend from behind.

"Ah, just rattling cages," was Hiccup's dismissive answer.

The reply was heard by everyone else, which caused them to started murmuring amongst themselves.

"Since when does Hiccup 'rattle cages'?" whispered Snaketail.

"Since today," Batwings growled, folding his arms. "Did someone disguise Snotlout as Hiccup and vice versa while we weren't watching?"

"Poor Lout," said Arachne empathetically.

Then came time for the next contest, the one that would determine the winner of the entire Thorfest games – well, hopefully. Mulch explained it in a few concise sentences.

"The last game is the fly and shoot event!" he cried. "The competitors are required to traverse the maze with their monsters. They must shoot down their enemies and spare their friends!"

As Mulch said, there was simple maze built around the academy. The adults vacated their seats and gathered in the center of the arena while the Monster Riders each took their turns navigating the paths that were formed by how the walls of sandbags were arranged. The course started and finished at the gate.

Hiccup went first, in honor of how well he had done in the last two games. He sat in his saddle on top of Sightless' shoulders as his monster companion walked down the path at a steady pace. They had only gone perhaps ten steps before a wooden sign depicting an Outcast soldier popped out from behind a pile of sandbags, the stand on which it was plastered making a noisy creaking sound when it sprang up.

"Virus blast!" shouted Hiccup. The Gore Magala followed his order and blew the fake Outcast to splinters, his keen ears hearing it spring into position and thus knowing exactly where to fire his virus.

Another effigy made its appearance halfway around the course, this one of a smiling Hooligan Viking. "Don't shoot!" Hiccup reprimanded, when Sightless instinctively took aim. "That one's a friend."

The duo rose into the air and flew through the final stretch, blowing apart another soldier and avoiding what looked like a bad painting of Arachne. Sightless' paws touched the ground at the finish line and was met by applause from the crowd and from the other Monster Riders.

No one performed as well as Hiccup had, not even Astrid or Batwings (although they definitely came close). Ruff and Tuff performed abysmally, and even made Stoick wince visibly when their Teostra and Lunastra incinerated his wooden counterpart by mistake. Snaketail and Twinhorn ended up wrecking the last bit of the maze when a fake Berserker startled the Diablos into rampaging, and Heatray decided midway through her run that it was a good time to take a nap.

When Snotlout's turn came, he and Snotsnarl made the previous few incidents look like minor setbacks.

With a huge and destructive roar, the Tigrex soared over and succeeded in blowing apart a wooden Outcast, but the unlucky effigy happened to be sitting on top of a sack of flour. The sack exploded when Snotsnarl's roar hit it, and the fine white powder flew everywhere. Snotsnarl was blinded by the cloud, and he subsequently went berserk, exhausting his lungs by blowing everything in sight away with his roars.

"No!" Snotlout was shrieking. "What are you doing?! Those were children, you six-hundred pound lizard!"

The stadium was filled with gasps, shouts, cries of shock, and Snotsnarl's explosive vocalizations, which all combined into one unbearable din. The Thorston twins joined in the shouting, although they were yelling with glee instead of fear.

"Snotlout, Snotlout, oi oi oi!" they chanted.

"Oh, gods…" moaned Hiccup, sinking his head into his hands for the second time that day.

When Snotlout finally got his errant pseudowyvern under control, Mulch checked the scoreboard as Bucket added a third tally to Hiccup's score, since the Chief-to-be had been the only one to complete the fly and shoot event perfectly. "For the first time in Thorfest history, we have a tie! Tomorrow, these two young Vikings will go head-to-head to decide the Thorfest Champion!"

Indeed, the scoreboard showed that Hiccup and Snotlout were neck and neck.

Said boys stepped through the gate and faced the cheering crowd, waving to all the ecstatic faces that were turned their way.

"You don't know how lucky you are," the only Jorgenson of the two commented from the corner of his mouth. "You don't even belong on the stage with me."

"That's it, keep talking," Hiccup replied, "as your family's history as Thorfest champs goes up in smoke – just like your 'rings of deadly fire'."

To that, Snotlout had nothing to say besides a strangled, unintelligible noise.

Both of them walked back through the gate, away from the crowd, and back to their friends. Snotlout immediately stalked off, still grumbling under his breath, while Hiccup watched with a grin that looked out of character on him.

"Hiccup," Astrid said to him, a warning in her voice.

He didn't heed it. "Oh, he's crumbling under the pressure, I can feel it!" he told himself, fists clenched and shaking with excitement over his cousin's misery.

But when he took a look around, he saw that no one was as excited as he was. In fact, the Monster Riders' expressions matched the ones they had worn when Snotlout had been bragging earlier in the week – annoyed, disgusted, and everything in between.

"What?" asked Hiccup, dropping his grin.

"You know what I always liked about you?" asked Astrid, almost sadly. "You were always a gracious loser."

"Who knew you'd be such a lousy winner?" Snaketail sneered, pushing her way past Hiccup and leaving the Berk Monster Academy. One by one, the others followed her lead.

"I'm gonna see if Lout's okay," Arachne said concernedly as she passed a befuddled Hiccup.

Batwings was last in line, and stopped to give Hiccup a grim warning. "My kind have a saying. Twice the pride, double the fall. Think about that when you float away on that head full of hot air tomorrow."

The Siren flapped away, followed by Mocktalk and the Peco triplets, leaving a very disturbed Haddock boy behind.

* * *

><p><strong>Gobber's Forge<strong>

"Lousy winner…" Hiccup muttered to himself, banging away at the anvil. "I don't know what their problem is all of a sudden. I'm going to be a great winner."

He plunged the red-hot connecting rod into a barrel of water, which hissed and bubbled loudly upon making contact with the tempered steel. The sound made Sightless raise his muzzle off of his paws and growl softly.

Satisfied, Hiccup approached his monster with the newly-finished piece. "See this, bud? It's lighter and thinner than before. It'll help us fly faster and turn quicker."

If Sightless had eyes, they would have shot his rider a disapproving look.

"But this," the thin apprentice blacksmith continued obliviously, lifting a brand-new and finished wing splint from his work table, "this is what's going to make the most difference. All the joints are smooth as silk, and the rods are much stronger too. We'll be able to cut and turn better than we ever have. Snotlout won't have a chance."

As Hiccup worked on fitting the splint to Sightless' arm, the Gore Magala twisted his neck so that he was 'glaring' at the human behind him. He didn't like this new Hiccup. Not one tiny bit.

Meanwhile, Hiccup himself was too drunk on the thought of finally beating his insufferable cousin Snotlout at the Thorfest games, after all these years, to pay attention to what his monster (or his friends) had in mind. Only in hindsight would he realize that this was a big mistake.

* * *

><p><strong>Berk Monster Academy, Morning<strong>

That morning, as the sun was creeping over the horizon to illuminate the isle of Berk, the villagers were already beginning to file in and take their seats. Hiccup and Sightless stood next to the entrance to the academy while Snotlout and Snotsnarl were over near the wall. Both pairs were readying themselves for the last contest of the monster games, Hiccup putting on Sightless' riding gear while Snotlout did a few exercises.

Stoick walked in and put a hand on Hiccup's shoulder. "Remember, son," he said with a smile, "no pressure."

His son nodded and grinned back, and he made his way out, and up to his usual seat with the other high-ranking Vikings.

Shortly before Mulch announced the start of the event, Hiccup, from behind Sightless' cloak, caught sight of Spitelout sauntering over to Snotlout. He was too far away to clearly hear what words were exchanged, but it looked more like the elder Jorgenson was threatening rather than encouraging the junior. The conversation, or whatever it was, ended with Spitlout looking serious and Snotlout with the color drained from his face.

_What was that?_ Hiccup asked himself.

"Welcome to the final deciding event of this year's Thorfest games!" shouted Mulch, the horn amplifying his voice again so that it carried over the cheers of the spectators. "It's none other than the obstacle course race! Take it away, Gobber!"

The blacksmith was currently standing in front of one of the cages at the back of the academy, and with him was a crudely-painted map of the course they had planned. He yelled, "The race'll start here, in the stadium! After the log dodge, an' the cliff climb, Hiccup and Snotlout will get on their monsters, loop around our flagship anchored off o' the coast, spiral through the sea stack maze, an' head back here! The first one ta pass that finish line is the winner!"

On those words, the sole two competitors met at the starting line.

"I, uh, just wanted to say," Hiccup began awkwardly, holding out a hand, "uh, have a good race, and, um, may the best Viking win."

"Oh, he will," Snotlout said cockily, slapping the hand away. "Don't you worry your scrawny little self about that."

Staring in disbelief for a second, Hiccup then put his smarting hand behind his back and shrugged. "Alright, if that's the way you really want it…"

"That's exactly how I want it!" Lout replied, turning his attention to the ramp in front of them.

Mulch shouted for them to take their positions, and they did so.

"On yer mark…"

They crouched.

"Get set…"

They tensed.

"GOOOOOO!"

The clang of Bucket's bucket signaled for Hiccup and Snotlout to take off. Or rather, Snotlout took off, after shoving Hiccup away so that the smaller boy fell flat on his bottom. As he painfully got back onto his feet, Hiccup saw his cousin easily dodging each log that the Vikings at the top of the ramp threw down. By the time the lagging Haddock boy had gotten past that obstacle (how he had been able to scrape by was utterly beyond him – one log had even gotten close enough to graze his hair), Snotlout was already out of the academy, beginning the climb up the cliff toward where Snotsnarl waited.

Hiccup finally approached the cliff, at least thirty seconds behind. Snotlout was already a good ways up the sheer rock face, pulling himself up in spite of the Vikings high above tossing large stones down at him. One hit him smack in the forehead, but all that did was make him grunt irritably.

"Ooh, rock to the face!" Tuffnut was cheering, back in the stadium. "I _love_ a good rock to the face!"

In response, Ruffnut promptly slammed a nearby stone into his nose.

"Oh _yeah_," he moaned, grinning stupidly. "Now _that's_ what I'm talking about."

Halfway up the cliff already, scrambling up the gravelly rock like an insect, Hiccup glanced up and saw Snotlout hopping up on top of Snotsnarl and flying away. Frowning at how much farther he had to go, Hiccup started hauling himself upwards again – only to reflexively let go of the wall when a falling rock fell startlingly close to his hand.

The distant crowd's gasps and shouts were audible to Hiccup as he fell, and woke him up from his frozen-in-shock state. He was almost to the hard, unforgiving bottom of the cliff when his prosthetic leg snagged on a nook in the wall, stopping his descent. Not pausing even a moment to collect himself, he clambered up the cliff again, this time faster and more determined than before.

A minute later, the Chief-to-be had made it to the top without any more casualties, unless his screaming muscles counted. Ignoring the strain, Hiccup boarded the waiting Sightless, slipping his foot into the stirrup. The new wing splint unfolded as Sightless spread out his cloak.

"Okay, bud," he panted, "we have a lot of ground to make up. Let's go!"

With a mighty scream that echoed off of the surrounding cliffs, the Gore Magala leapt out over the sea at a dizzying speed. Indeed, the splint was making a lot of difference – they were going much faster than usual, so fast that the rock spires that they passed were nothing more than blurs.

Snotlout hadn't yet cleared the flagship, but he was quickly getting there, far ahead of Hiccup and Sightless. They closed in on the Tigrex and his rider so fast that Hiccup was unsure that he wasn't seeing things. But nevertheless, Snotsnarl had carved a tight turn around the anchored boat and blazed past them, heading on toward the finish line.

"How's that feel?" Snotlout called back, laughing.

_We'll see who's laughing after I win this!_ Hiccup told himself, face a mask of determination. Sightless flew past the flagship and after their rivals, somehow managing to make the turn graceful as ever despite the velocity they traveled at.

However, it seemed that the Gore Magala was tiring. He slowed down to a more comfortable, yet still blistering, speed.

"Alright, bud," Hiccup said to him, "let's see what this new splint can do."

The black monster opened his jaws with a growl of agreement. Although not in favor of Hiccup's attitude for winning this race, Sightless couldn't help but feel eager.

Hiccup clicked the stirrup again, and the splint unfolded fully, allowing Sightless full mastery of his furry wings. They shot forward so fast that Hiccup was momentarily blown back in his seat.

In the space of a matter of seconds, Snotlout and his pseudowyvern were right in front of them. They could have easily overtaken them if it weren't for the sea stack maze, which the four of them had now entered. Hiccup steered Sightless expertly throughout the winding course they were so used to flying by now, keeping a close eye on Snotsnarl's tail as they followed the Tigrex's every move.

"Move over!" Hiccup said in frustration, not meaning it to be a shout.

"Yeah, sure!" replied Snotlout, sarcastically.

They were soaring through a tight canyon, and coming up to a rock spire bigger than all of the rest. So caught up in the moment and determined to win, Hiccup didn't notice it. Sightless managed to get enough space in the gorge to squeeze in next to Snotsnarl, but the other monster bumped him into the wall, causing the Gore Magala to lose a little bit of distance and further distracting Hiccup.

That was then the racers suddenly noticed the sea stack in front of them, looming only meters away by now. Both Hiccup and Snotlout yelled with panic and reflexively steered their monsters in different directions.

Only when Hiccup saw through the blurred gaps in the numerous spires they passed that Snotlout was getting farther away, did he realize that he had taken Sightless down an unnecessarily long route by accident. However, he knew the maze well, and he could tell that they'd be able to loop back around eventually and rejoin Snotlout on the shorter path.

Hiccup clicked the stirrup once again, as soon as they broke free from the main body of the spire maze and they had some more space to fly. They put on another incredible burst of speed, and Sightless screeched, the sound echoing multiple times off of the rock arches and walls that they streaked past.

Suddenly, an unexpected, answering screech came from another part of the sea stack maze. To Hiccup's shock, a flash of green swooped down on him and Sightless, striking with its talons and narrowly missing the thin human's back. He immediately recognized the hostile monster as a Rathian, the Queen of the Land. Thanks to Fishlegs, he knew that the green wyvern was ultra-aggressive when it had a nest to defend. And it probably did, since he had seen a few Rathians over on New Birth Island during Snoggletog. This was probably one of those mother monsters.

"Okay, bud, let's finish this!" Hiccup shouted, breathlessly. Snotsnarl was coming into view again, and wouldn't he and his rider be surprised to find an angry Rathian on their tails!

The Tigrex was ahead, but that was easily remedied. A roar from the pursuing Rathian alerted Snotlout, and he looked behind him in surprise, only to see his cousin and the Gore Magala in hot pursuit of him, with the flying wyvern in pursuit of them!

"What did you _do_, Hiccup?!" he demanded.

"Coming through!" was his only reply.

All Hiccup saw was a yellow-and-blue blur, flying sideways as they skimmed the wall of the tight canyon they had entered. He left Snotlout in the proverbial dust, leaving him to the mercy of the angry Rathian that was rapidly closing in on him.

But then, time seemed to slow down.

Indeed, when Hiccup looked smugly over at his rival, all he could see was the normally-arrogant Jorgenson's face. Snotlout was terrified, a look that he didn't wear all too often. Whether it was because of the Rathian or because of something else, Hiccup couldn't say.

He _could_ say, however, that he felt guilty for the way he had been acting. He didn't deserve to win the Thorfest games, not when he had gotten so caught up in beating Snotlout. Now, Snotlout needed saving, not beating.

"I can't lose! I can't lose!" the Jorgenson boy was repeating frantically, tugging on Snotsnarl's horns in an attempt to urge him on even faster. The Rathian was right behind him, readying her talons to claw his head off. There was no way he could lose, because if the wyvern ate him, his father would kill him!

Hiccup noticed all of this in the couple of seconds it took to pass him. "What am I doing?" he asked himself. "He might die, and where am I? Trying to win a little game with nothing but my pride on the line?"

With a murmured, "Sorry, bud," to Sightless, Hiccup steered his monster over and back, heading right for the enraged Rathian.

Snotlout pulled ahead as Sightless shot over him, screaming at the flying wyvern. Startled, the Rathian peeled away from her attack and circled back around to have another go, this time at Hiccup and Sightless. A click of the stirrup later, Sightless was going into a controlled crash onto a distant patch of grassy ground, the Rathian flying after them.

* * *

><p>Minutes later, Hiccup and Sightless soared into the academy and made a leisurely landing. All of the Vikings were applauding Snotlout, who was standing there with a new medal hanging around his neck, but they suddenly doubled their cheers when they saw that the other competitor had made it back safely. The Monster Riders were clapping the hardest, and Arachne in particular looked ecstatic.<p>

Hiccup hopped off of Sightless' back to join Snotlout on the center stage. He complimented the other boy graciously, "Nice flying, Snotlout."

"Thanks," he said, giving his scrawny cousin a glance. "You know, you put up a really good fight – but not good enough!" He laughed as he yanked his outstretched hand away from Hiccup's, quickly denying his attempt at a handshake.

It was rude, but Hiccup was fine with it. He reached up to scratch his head with the offered hand, watching Snotlout strut about with all the arrogance he was known for.

Stoick's voice suddenly boomed, "It's been a spectacular Thorfest games, perhaps the best ever! These two young men have put on quite a show, but alas, there can only be one champion. The Thorfest dynasty continued with our winner and still Thorfest Champion, Snotlout!"

The Monster Riders joined in when Snotlout did his chant of "Snotlout, Snotlout, oi oi oi!" Even Hiccup lent his voice to the little song. Batwings and Mocktalk were particularly outspoken, no surprises there. Then Arachne rushed up and hugged Snotlout tightly around the waist, eliciting a cry of surprise from him as well as a succession of laughs from the crowd. Perhaps feeling generous, the Jorgenson boy put Arachne in a friendly headlock and ruffled her hair affectionately.

All of a sudden, Hiccup felt a pressure on his shoulder. He looked up into the smiling, twinkly-eyed face of his dad, and knew that his loss was nothing to be ashamed of.

"You did your family proud, son," Stoick told him.

"If only I had known that losing wouldn't have been such a big deal to you," the junior Haddock confessed. "I wouldn't have been so caught up in the competition."

"But you did your best," replied Stoick. "That's all I could ever ask for."

The end of the Thorfest games, traditionally, was followed by a party at the Meade Hall. Hiccup and the other Monster Riders trailed idly behind the crowd, who carried Snotlout on their shoulders on the way out of the Berk Monster Academy. It was still morning, but Vikings being Vikings, the party would inevitably end up going on well into the night.

"So, Hiccup," Snaketail began, slyly. "We see what you did there."

Momentarily startled enough to stop walking, Hiccup quickly picked up his pace again as if nothing had happened. "Why, what did I do there?"

"Don't play innocent with us," Astrid teased him. "You saved Snotlout."

"And lost," he shrugged, "as usual."

"You threw the race," accused Batwings, grinning toothily.

Pausing in his walking again, Hiccup stopped for long enough this time for his friends to stop as well and collectively stare at him. Nervous now, he stammered, "I-I have no idea what you guys are talking about, Wings. Snotlout… was just the better Viking today. That's all."

"Bull," Tuff said bluntly.

"Garbage," agreed Snaketail.

"Nonsense," Ruff put in.

Arachne approached Hiccup and gave him a hug in much the same way she had embraced Snotlout earlier. "He might have won, and we might be really happy for him, but Hiccup, _no one_ was a better Viking than you today."

Hiccup sent a dry glance in Astrid's direction, who was smiling proudly at him. "Oh, what, so you're buying into this too?"

Her answer was a long, wonderful kiss that silenced him immediately. He didn't notice the twins' mocking whistles or Snaketail's half-hearted attempt to cover Arachne's eyes.

The only thing that mattered was that Astrid was proud of him for waking up from his dream of besting the Jorgensons. Hiccup could safely say that he wouldn't make this mistake again.

* * *

><p><strong>What would the shipping between Snotlout and Arachne be called? "Snotrachne"? Ick.<strong>

**Thank Odin I got that chapter over with. Now, I have to write a chapter from scratch again! It's been a while since I've seen the next episode, and it'll give me an opportunity to formally introduce Arachne's new Skrill.**

**Review please! I'm working hard, so I hope you are appreciating my efforts.**

**Next time: When Elders Strike**
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_**Chapter 16**_

_**When Elders Strike Part 1**_

* * *

><p><em>Living with monsters has its ups… and its downs. You need to stay calm and keep a clear head. Not always easy with us Vikings.<em>

_In our own way, we're very reasonable. But when a problem is caused by something Vikings don't understand, we lose all sense of reason. And that can be very dangerous._

* * *

><p><strong>Village Plaza<strong>

It was a beautiful day on Berk – birds and bird wyverns were singing merrily, and monsters and dragons were taking their quickly-growing hatchlings out for practice flights. Noon had just rolled around when Hiccup first noticed the gaping holes in all the rooftops.

"Hmm…" he commented to some of his friends that day. "Notice anything different about the village?"

Tuffnut raised his hand. "Ooh, I know! Okay, don't rush me, don't rush me… um… wait. What was the question?"

Ignoring him and Ruffnut was like second nature to the Monster Riders by now.

"Yeah, I notice something alright," sniffed Batwings. "Our monstrous friends need to start laying off the Aptonoth burgers."

"Whatever we do about it, Rilebolt and I will help in any way we can!" chirped Arachne, patting her Skrill on the head. The majestic lightning dragon nuzzled the girl's hand and warbled, spreading her wings and allowing a sudden flash of electricity to jump to Snotlout's helmet.

"Uhhhhh…" he slurred stupidly. "Guyth, everything hurtth…"

Hiccup racked his brain for a solution to the problem, wondering how on Midgard he would be able to save the entire village from being sat on by such heavy beasts. Not even a relatively light monster like a Yian Kut-Ku could find a safe perch without crashing into someone's kitchen. It'd need some kind of… big metal stick to stand on, or something.

_Nah, that's crazy talk,_ Hiccup decided.

* * *

><p>Crazy talk indeed! With help from Batwings, Hiccup managed to draw up a plan for huge metal perches for monsters to grab onto whenever they needed a rest. Of course, only flying monsters could access them, and Zinogres and whatnot would still end up flattening a few houses whenever they wanted a piece of high ground to sleep on. That was why Hiccup also planned to make some big metal sleeping rocks for the ground-bound creatures.<p>

First thing came first, though, and that was the perches. In days, everyone on Berk was excited about the big project and were doing everything they could to assist. Hiccup and Gobber, as well as Snaketail and a few of the other teens, made all the parts in the smithy, and then sent them over to the rest of the Hooligans to be fitted together. If Vikings were anything, they were hard-working and industrious, and by the fifth day, the project was close to completion.

At long last, the final perch was put together and erected, thanks to the efforts of none other than Stoick the Vast and his aide Gobber. Blackhawk and Astrid were already circling above them, ready to give the perch a test run once they received the go-ahead.

"Oh, I hope we added enough supports," Hiccup worried.

"Well, they _are_ monsters," added Snotlout, unhelpfully.

The Hofferson girl spotted Stoick giving her a thumbs-up and steered Blackhawk down to the perch. But when they were almost ready to land, the Yian Garuga jerked upwards with a nervous squawk. She didn't like the different-ness of the metal, it looked like.

"Easy there, girl, it's alright," Astrid soothed her. Then, grabbing the edge of her saddle, she tried again to steer Blackhawk onto the perch.

This time, Blackhawk eased downwards and wrapped her talons around the smooth iron limb, shifting herself a little in order to make herself more comfortable. Satisfied, the bird wyvern lowered her pointy ears and folded her wings, letting out a caw of approval.

"Well, I know where I'm sleeping tonight," Batwings joked, folding his arms with great satisfaction.

The multitude of Vikings down below cheered at the success. No longer would they need to live in fear of monsters plunging through their homes! Hiccup and the Monster Riders were cheering the loudest of all – after all, it was their project that had been so successful, and they hadn't felt more proud of themselves.

Except for a dubious couple of Thorstons, of course.

"Wait," Tuff thought aloud. "So, we built these things so stuff wouldn't get broken?"

"I can't understand you people," muttered Ruff, dropping her hammer.

"And they tricked us into helping them," her brother added, doing the same. "I've never felt so used. Or sweaty."

* * *

><p><strong>Hiccup's House, After Dark<strong>

No, Batwings didn't actually decide to sleep on one of the new perches for a night. He did, though, stay up late enough to join the celebration at the Haddock residence. Along with Hiccup, Stoick, Gobber, and their monster companions, he and Torch and Mocktalk had a grand old time eating and chatting into the night.

"Perches for monsters!" Stoick practically bellowed, reaching for his third mug of ale. "Some of your best work yet, son."

Hiccup blushed and fiddled with his own mug, this one filled with water.

Batwings peered into his and made a disgusted sound. "Although we may need to move the one over the well…" he muttered.

From the corner of the room where he was eating his fish, Torch raised his head and let out a rumbling chuckle, to which the Siren replied, "If you think that's funny, I swear I am going to fill _your_ water dish with –"

When Gobber gave him a significant look, Batwings took the hint and settled down, although he shot Torch a furtive glare. _This isn't over,_ his stare seemed to say.

"And the perches are just the beginning!" Hiccup enthused, fingers twitching as if he couldn't wait to write all of his new ideas down. "We could build landing areas for them. Maybe even stables in the caves underneath the village!"

He stopped talking when Stoick laughed and shook his head. "Easy there, son. Remember, Berk is still for people."

Sightless swished his cloak and growled his disagreement before going back to his cod.

"Vikings before monsters, I always say," Gobber added, amused. "Yeah, I said it. Deal with it."

"And Hiccup," Batwings piled on, "not that I don't like your ideas, but there are a few Whispering Deaths I'm acquainted with that wouldn't particularly like a ton of monsters settling down in –"

For the second time in only a minute, the Siren was interrupted, but not by anyone in the room. A massive rumble of thunder split through the otherwise peaceful silence, causing Sightless to cry out and flare his wings in fright. Mocktalk whimpered and scurried off to hide with Torch in a dark corner. The humans cast their gazes up at the ceiling with a mixture of surprise and bewilderment.

Another roll of thunder sounded, this one followed by a flash of light that came from outside. From then on, it grew increasingly frequent until it sounded as if the noise wouldn't stop. Stoick led everyone outside, and they immediately saw the dark clouds covering up a sky that would normally have been speckled with stars. Bursts of lightning flickered through the clouds, illuminating the village with each display. The perches rising up above Vikings' houses and other buildings somehow looked ominous. Especially with the thunderbolts striking down from the sky and fizzling across their metal supports.

Hiccup's eyes were wide as he regarded the way lightning struck practically every second. "Wow, the lightning is hitting everywhere."

"It doesn't usually strike here in the village," mused Stoick.

"Aye, Thor must be angry," Gobber deduced. "The only time I can remember lightning ever strikin' Berk…"

Then it was as if he and the Chief got the same thought. Simultaneously, they spoke a single word… "Barnstat."

Confused, Batwings repeated, "Barn-who?"

"Jurgen Barnstat, the drifter," explained Stoick. "He sailed into town a while back and stole from widows and old men."

"Ta punish him," Gobber went on for him, "Thor gave him a lightning bolt right to his helmet, when he was fixin' the mast on his ship ta make his getaway. By the time Thor was finished, our whole fleet was on fire!" He chuckled.

"We shipped him off the island, and Thor hasn't hit the village since," concluded Stoick.

"Right off the island," Batwings said thoughtfully. "Pretty harsh."

A scream brought their conversation to an end. Lightning was now striking from every which way, lancing off of the perches they struck and setting houses aflame. Vikings fled from the burning buildings, praying for the gods' mercy on them. And the situation got worse every passing second, until it seemed as though there was never less than two bolts in the sky at once.

"Gobber!" shouted Stoick, and the two of them raced down the hill and toward the village. In the time it took them to get to the outskirts, almost the whole of Berk was on fire!

Twinhorn swooped clumsily down from the sky to scoop a Terrible Terror off of the ground as Hiccup watched from afar. Seeing more of the little lizards in trouble, Batwings switched forms and flew off to save them. Torch followed him, while Mocktalk flapped back to the house. The Qurupeco was probably going to make sure the Peco triplets were safe.

Stoick took action without a second thought. "Organize a bucket brigade," he ordered Gobber. "I'm going up to the Meade Hall. Hiccup, you get the Berk Monster Riders to help Gobber put out the fires."

Before Hiccup could reply, the older Vikings were on their way. Sighing to himself, the Haddock boy made to hop onto Sightless' back, but the loudest and biggest thunderbolt yet seared the ground very nearby. Startled out of his wits by the frightening display of heat and electric charge, the Gore Magala galloped away with a terrified scream.

"Sightless!" cried Hiccup, and ran after the monster.

Meanwhile, in the village, Gobber gathered several Vikings and began to work on putting out the fires. The Monster Riders, needing no orders from Hiccup to do their job, flew through the stormy sky with entire troughs of water, dumping the contents onto the buildings undergoing the worst damage. And Sightless was nowhere to be found, no matter where Hiccup looked.

_All the fire must be scaring him,_ he realized. _Most monsters hate fire, and Sightless is no exception. I just hope he's alright…_

Finally, he decided to stop on the hill upon which sat his house, where he found the Thorston twins lounging around. "I've got to find Sightless," he told them. "Any idea where he is, you guys?"

The twins weren't paying attention to him, however – they were sitting on the porch, watching the lightning.

"Now _that's_ what I'm talking about," snickered Tuff, observing all the houses going up in flames.

"I've always liked Thor," agreed Ruff.

Thanks to the hard work of the Berk Monster Riders, the flames were dying down significantly. It certainly helped that there wasn't much lightning striking at the moment. Without anything else to do, the riders landed beside Hiccup and the twins.

"Woo! I _love_ these storms!" called Snotlout, settling down beside his Tigrex. "When it rains, I cancel Bath Night and just stand outside with nothing but a sponge and a bar of soap!"

Snaketail and Twinhorn landed next, with the Grundenson girl carrying a jittery green Terrible Terror with a singed wing. "We know," she growled at him. "The village has had _meetings_ about it."

Another bright and booming fork of lightning split the sky, and Fishlegs squeaked in terror. Heatray didn't look very calm, either.

The next loud sound was that of a shout – well, it was more of a shriek. Arachne sped by her friends, sitting atop Rilebolt the Skrill instead of her usual Remobra mount. The dragon was dipping and twirling through the air like a total maniac, chasing after lightning bolts like a hyper puppy after a squirrel. The little Philston was screaming her head off, demanding that the manic Skrill calm down and fly straight before her stomach had an upheaval.

"What's up with them?" asked Snaketail.

"Tail, weren't you paying attention in class the day Hiccup told us about Strike-class dragons?" replied Fishlegs, exasperated. "Skrills absolutely love flying in storms. Being struck by lightning helps them energize and provide fuel for their blasts of electricity, which have a plus ten danger factor and the capacity to –"

Arachne's next scream came from right over his head as she blazed past him, creating a gust that knocked the helmet off of his head. With difficulty, she circled back around and managed to urge Rilebolt onto the ground.

"I tried getting Venomwing," the girl explained, "but she's too scared of the storm. So I thought I'd give Rilebolt a go, but then one flash of lightning and I can't keep her under control!"

Fishlegs opened his mouth to give her the same lecture, but was beaten to the punch by Tuffnut. "Skrills like storms," he said bluntly. "Just like Snotlout. Hey, do you think they take baths when it rains too?"

Hiccup was about to yell at someone when a gust of wind had him cast his eyes upward. Blackhawk's feet hit the ground beside him, and he immediately turned to Astrid. "I need to find Sightless. Do you have any idea where he is?"

"I saw him like five seconds ago," Astrid replied, "near the Meade Hall."

Wordlessly, she offered Hiccup her hand, and he took it. Once he was all settled behind her, Blackhawk leapt into the air once again and soared off to the highest point in the village, at the top of the steps leading to the Meade Hall.

* * *

><p><strong>Meade Hall<strong>

The lightning was back with a vengeance, and Stoick was carrying two injured men up the staircase when Hiccup and Astrid arrived. The Chief placed the incapacitated Vikings down near the door, where it was sheltered, and assured them that they were going to be alright.

"It's strikin' throughout the entire village!" exclaimed Mulch, walking up the last few steps. "It's like we're under siege!"

"I've never seen Thor this angry!" added Bucket, covering his bucket in fear that the lightning would hit it next.

A Yian Garuga landed next to them, and Hiccup and Astrid hopped off of her back. The former told Bucket, "Ah, I'd get inside before lightning strikes your bucket. You could end up less intelligent."

There was a scream from overhead, and the Haddock boy turned his head to see Sightless awkwardly land on the nearest perch, a huge one that was positioned right next to the Meade Hall's doors on the grass beside the stairs. The Gore Magala hung on tightly with all six sets of claws, cape flapping madly in the raging wind. A flash of lightning illuminated his black carapace, making his presence known.

"Sightless!" called Hiccup.

Arachne's voice answered him from afar. "Rilebolt! Get back here! Now's not the time to –"

Lightning struck the perch right at that moment, cutting the Philston girl right off. Sightless leapt off of the perch in the nick of time, avoiding the bolt even as he glided down the hill to the next perch. Rilebolt joined him, tapping her claws on the metal eagerly. The spines on her head and back were buzzing with electricity.

But then, another thunderbolt sizzled down from the heavens and struck directly between the two flying beasts, and they both flew off in different directions. While Stoick and the others muttered to themselves in bewilderment, Hiccup kept his eyes trained on Sightless while Arachne did the same for Rilebolt.

All of a sudden, Mildew was amongst them. "Did you all see that?" he asked.

Several Vikings glanced at him questioningly, then followed the direction in which the old man's staff was pointing.

Hiccup felt like his stomach was in a knot every time Sightless landed on a perch, because the instant he did, a bolt would come down to try and smite him. Each time the Gore Magala dodged, another one appeared and did the same, keeping him on the run. Rilebolt was there the entire time, chasing the lightning that was in turn chasing Sightless.

"Look!" gasped Mulch. "The lightning is followin' him!"

Finally, unable to find a perch within gliding distance to land on, the Gore Magala crashed to the ground in a heap on the staircase. Crying out, Hiccup scrambled down to help his monster up. He patted Sightless' head comfortingly, telling him without words that he was safe now. The Magala warbled deep in his throat.

"Don't you understand?" Mildew said hostilely, turning toward a small throng of Vikings that were gathered at the Meade Hall doors for shelter. "Thor _is_ angry at us, and I'll tell ya why. Because of him!"

The Tigrex-tooth-adorned staff was jabbed accusingly at Hiccup and Sightless. The Chief-to-be shot a glance at Astrid, who shrugged. Arachne joined them, putting a small hand on Sightless' muzzle.

"As you all know," continued Mildew, "the Gore Magala is the unholy offspring of contagion and plague itself! We've let it live among us, and now we will all pay the price!"

"Well…" mused Mulch, reasonably. "It _did_ look as though the lightning came right at the monster…"

"Yes!" Mildew claimed triumphantly. "Right at the monster! And a lightning storm the likes of which we've never seen before! There's only one thing left to do – banish the Gore Magala!"

His shout was met by other shouts, hollers and yells of approval from the other Vikings around them. While Stoick kept stoic, so to speak, his people (except for Mulch and Bucket) were getting mad and letting him know about it.

Not done, Mildew repeated, "Thor is angry at us because of the Gore Magala. You all saw it!"

"What? No! This is ridiculous!" Hiccup protested, at last finding his voice. As the incensed people turned to him, he went on unintimidated, "Have you all forgotten what Sightless has done for this village?"

Mildew snapped back, "But if nothing is done right away, well, need I remind you of Barnstat?"

The name of the infamous drifter had the Vikings muttering apprehensively.

"He's right!" yelled Stoick, enough authority in his tone to make everyone quiet down. "Thor is angry at us, but I do not believe it's because of Sightless."

"Thank you!" Astrid exclaimed. "Don't you realize that Sightless has been with us for months? If Thor was really mad at him, don't you think he would have done something much earlier?"

Murmurs of "the girl's right" and "Sightless isn't to blame" could be heard from the Vikings, their own anger and indecisiveness being put to rest by this rational explanation.

"Then what do you suppose he's angry at?" demanded Mildew, by contrast only getting more annoyed.

"I don't presume to know Thor's mind, Mildew," Stoick retorted. "But we will find a way to soothe his fury."

Dissatisfied, the old man hobbled away with an ugly snarl making his ugly face twice as ugly.

Hiccup knew that as long as the storm persisted, they wouldn't be hearing the last of him…

* * *

><p><strong>Hiccup's House, Morning<strong>

The following morning wasn't a very cheerful one. Dark grey clouds were still choking out any hint of blue in the sky, illuminated every so often by an ominous flash accompanied by a frightening rumble of thunder. No, it didn't seem as though Thor was quite finished with Berk.

The Berk Monster Riders were all gathered, some with their monsters, and some without. Hiccup was unwilling to let Sightless out of his sight (no pun intended), so he kept him close by. For similar reasons, Arachne was with Rilebolt, who was still wide-eyed and jittery with excitement about the weather.

"Thor tore a hole in the Meade Hall last night," Tuffnut noted. "Maybe he's hungry. I know I am."

"What do gods eat?" Batwings asked. "Clouds? Trees? My point being, we'd better find him something to chew on, and fast."

Hiccup's eyes were on the horizon, where even darker clouds could be faintly seen. "Another storm is coming," he informed the Monster Riders, absentmindedly patting a distressed Sightless. "We need to find a way to make Thor happy. But what do you get the god of thunder and lightning?"

"Food?" suggested Snaketail, lamely.

"Well," Fishlegs thought aloud, "in the past, I know Thor's always enjoyed a sacrifice or two. Want me to get a goat?"

"No, let's sacrifice Tuffnut!" said Ruff.

What made the idea amusing and not horrible was the fact that the male Thorston actually _stopped and thought about it_.

"Okay," he conceded after a moment. "What time should I be there? There had _better _be fire involved."

Arachne spoke up passionately, "_Nobody's_ going to be sacrificed."

"Not yet, anyway," Batwings replied flippantly.

"I had an aunt that was cursed by Odin once," mentioned Astrid. "She had to go and pay tribute to him by sailing to the end of Midgard."

Many of the teens exchanged looks. Fishlegs asked, "Did it work?"

"I don't know," the Hofferson responded. "She probably couldn't find it because she kept showing up in the opposite direction."

The expression she wore was completely bewildered – after all, it wasn't like the world was round or anything. How preposterous.

Legs commented brightly, "The gods have never been mad at anyone from our family." Then he realized that he had probably jinxed his entire clan, and immediately went, "Knock on wood, hop on one foot, slap a Jorgenson."

He knocked on Hiccup's porch, hopped over to Snotlout, and gave the other boy a little poke. The black-haired narcissist shoved him into the ground with a look that read, _How dare you touch me?_

Rilebolt chirped with laughter, and a current of electricity hummed across her purple-and-black scales, making them glow. At the same time as the current, an idea struck Arachne, and her face lit up.

"Hey!" she enthused. "What if it _isn't _Thor causing the storm at all? What if it's a monster?"

It made so much sense that Hiccup mentally slapped himself for not coming to that conclusion beforehand. "Th-That's genius, Arachne! Quick, are there any monsters we know of that can cause thunderstorms?"

"The White Fatalis," Batwings answered immediately. "But he's a myth."

"What about a Shanthien?" offered Snaketail.

"Nah, they've never been seen around Berk," Wings dismissed with a wave of his claws. "I read about it in the Book of Monsters."

The gang thought for a few minutes more, but they came up with nothing besides those two elder dragons. One was an impossibility and the other was extremely unlikely, so they decided to keep assuming that it was Thor behind the storm.

"If I was Thor," Snotlout piped up, strutting up to Snotsnarl. "I'd want a giant statue. Of myself. Snotlout. As Thor."

Deciding to humor him, Snotsnarl let his rider stand on his huge head while striking a heroic pose. The Tigrex let out a growling chuckle at the sight.

"You do know we're trying to make Thor _happy_, right?" drawled Snaketail.

Her reply was an "Exactly!" and the unpleasant sight of Lout kissing his biceps one at a time.

Astrid gagged. "I think I just threw up in my mouth…" she muttered.

"That's actually not a bad idea," Hiccup remarked.

She gave him a slightly disgusted look. "It's not an idea, it's a reflex."

"N… what? No!" he replied. "I mean the statue."

There was another gag from Astrid. "And there I go again…"

"No!" shouted Arachne, interrupting Snotlout's flexing. "Not _him_! Thor!"

The idea was received well from all of the Berk Monster Riders. At least one of the teens could confirm that the isle of Berk had never given Thor his own statue.

_Well then, it's high time we did,_ concluded Hiccup.

* * *

><p>The forging of Thor's statue took all day.<p>

All of the Monster Riders, and their monsters, could be seen in and around Gobber's forge – and when the blacksmith himself tried to get in to make a few weapons, he was shooed away. He wasn't mad, though, just curious about what kind of scheme Hiccup and his gang had cooked up this time.

Snotlout was at the anvil, working on Thor's legs. Hookfang was with him, sticking his horned head in through the open window, although Snotsnarl was asleep on the floor. With a few more bursts of Hookfang's fire and some hits with his Brazen Clout Hammer, the big-headed Jorgenson got the metal leg finished on good time.

"Great job!" congratulated Hiccup, coming over to check on his cousin's work. "Uh, one issue… Thor's knee bends the _other _way. You know, like a knee? On a person?"

As Hiccup walked away, Snotlout looked over his flawed work, befuddled, and then examined his own knee in comparison. He went from confused to irritated.

Ruff and Tuff were in charge of the arms. They had wrapped the metal braces around King's and Queen's tails as the lion-like monsters snoozed, planning to do the hands separately, and were hammering away at them to make the iron bolts nice and tight. Then Tuff got the brilliant idea to hammer his sister on the helmet instead, and… the rest was history.

Working on the larger plates of metal that would make up Thor's body were Astrid and Snaketail. The Grundenson had Twinhorn bash the iron with her tail until it was nice and flat, and then Astrid had Blackhawk pin them together with her super-sharp spines. Then, Arachne and Venomwing came over and glued the spines in place with some of the Remobra's sticky venom.

"Good work, everyone!" the little girl grinned, tossing Venomwing a chicken leg.

The pants were for Fishlegs to work on. Hiccup found his husky friend banging away at a pair of steel trousers that were attached to the end of Heatray's tail. The Gravios was sleeping while her rider worked, unbothered by the heavy metal clothing.

"Um, what are you doing?" asked Hiccup.

"Making Thor's pants!" replied Legs, proudly. "I hope they're not too tight, though… I _hate_ it when _my_ pants are too tight. I feel so bloated."

That left Thor's head and hammer for Batwings and Hiccup himself. Wings ended up doing most of the grunt work (since he had no idea how to work a forge properly), while Hiccup actually did the welding and shaping and putting together of all the pieces.

At last, near sundown, Hiccup put down the iron replica of Mjolnir and cast his gaze around at all the separate components of the magnificent statue that they would form. He smiled to himself, greatly satisfied.

"We'd better start welding these pieces together," he called to the rest of the riders. "You know, I really think Thor's going to like this."

The unveiling of the statue was at sundown. The entire village had turned out to await the revealing, all of them gazing with interest at the lumpy, blanket-covered object in their midst and wondering what this was all about. Stoick was standing beside the concealed statue, beaming with pride at his son, who climbed up on top of the statue's rock base and whistled for attention.

"Hello, can I have your attention, please?" Hiccup yelled. "Okay, okay, so I know we're not exactly Thor's favorite people now, but I am confident that this beautiful statue will go a long way toward getting us back in his good graces. Without further ado…"

Sightless had the honor of tugging the blanket off of the statue. One whisk of his jaws later, the awesome sight was revealed for all to 'ooh' and 'aah' at. It was truly something to marvel at, a pure steel likeness of the mighty god Thor, ten feet tall and radiating awe and wonder from every tiny bolt. Even the Monster Riders had their mouths hanging open at the finished product!

"You really think this is enough to appease the mighty Thor?" Mildew could faintly be heard muttering. "While you let a Gore Magala into your midst?"

He frowned. "I suppose the girl had a point… Thor would have done something sooner about the wretched animal. But I have to blame something…"

The old man wobbled off, continuing to talk incomprehensibly to himself.

"Well done!" proclaimed Stoick. "Thor will appreciate this tribute, and will smile down upon us once again!"

The crowd let off with a huge cheer reminiscent of their vocalizations during the Thorfest games. Hiccup and his friends were so excited – they liked it! And that definitely meant that at least one god in Valhalla would too, if not the one they were giving it to.

But then, Hiccup heard something that made his smile falter. He turned toward the horizon, looking at the stormy clouds that were thick and blacker than ever in the fading light of day. Thunder could be heard rolling in the far distance, and a flash of lightning made the Chief-to-be blink and squint.

Another flash occurred within that very same cloud, and he was sure that he could see something silhouetted against the light for a split second. Whatever it was, it was big.

Not only that, but there was a chilling sound that could be heard underneath the rumbles and crashes.

It was almost like shrieking, high-pitched laughter.

* * *

><p><strong>Ooh, cliffhanger. (The things I do for you readers.)<strong>

**So, any guesses as to what's causing the thunderstorm? Not Thor, that might be obvious. Whatever it is, it certainly seems to be enjoying itself…**

**See you next time, where the source of the chaos will be made apparent! Review in the meantime, please.**
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_**Chapter 16**_

_**When Elders Strike Part 2**_

* * *

><p>"Unbelievable," Hiccup muttered, peering out the door. "Even <em>more<em> lightning than the last storm!"

It was currently dark on the island of Berk again, and whereas all the other Vikings were turning into bed, the Haddocks had stayed wide awake. The clouds hadn't lifted at all and still choked the sky with their rolling black presence. Occasionally, a fork of lightning would pierce the sky, and a nearby rumble of thunder would shake the building's foundations.

Had building the statue really been for naught?

"I don't understand!" Gobber lamented. "We gave Thor a giant statue!"

"That's what worries me," murmured Batwings. "Did he not like it? Or was it really not Thor to begin with, like we discussed?"

Stoick and Gobber both turned to him and stared as if he had turned into a Hideous Zippleback. "What are ya talkin' about, Batwings?" the blacksmith asked. "'Course it's Thor, what else could it be?"

The Siren rolled his eyes. "Oh, I don't know, an elder dragon, perhaps?"

"We've been over this already," sighed Hiccup, walking back inside to join Sightless by the fire pit. "We agreed that it couldn't be any monster we knew of, remember?"

Unconsciously, his mind drifted back to the shadowy figure he had seen in the clouds, and he shuddered.

"The boy's right, dragon," Stoick agreed. "The only two monsters powerful enough to cause a storm of this magnitude are a White Fatalis or a Shanthien, and they've never been seen anywhere near Berk."

Batwings scuttled up to the rafters and with a muttered reply of "Until now."

Shutting the door, Stoick stomped back inside and began pacing around the fire pit. Noticing that the flames were a little low, he motioned for Torch to do his thing. The Typhoomerang obligingly breathed fire onto the hot coals and renewed their heat.

"Your efforts were gallant, son," the Chief said sadly, "but it looks as if this is not what Thor wanted."

Gobber furtively flicked his eyes over at Sightless, and took a large step away from the lounging black monster.

"What are you doing, Gobber?" asked Hiccup, exasperated.

"Eh, I love Sightless," he replied, "I'm jus' airin' on the side o' caution."

The Gore Magala raised his head and growled softly, like he was worried. Hiccup went over to pat him, assuring, "Don't worry about a thing, bud. I'm not going to let anything happen to you. No matter what _some_ people think!" he added to Gobber, who hid his arms behind his back innocently.

Light came through the gaps in the door, followed by a crash and distant screams. Upon hearing them, Batwings mused, "I wonder what the others are doing while this storm is raging."

* * *

><p><strong>Fishlegs' House<strong>

The pudgy Ingerman boy yelped as Heatray flung the blanket off of his bed, revealing him to be cowering underneath.

"I-It's okay, girl," Legs reassured in a quivering voice. "If you want to hold me, that's what I'm here for."

He hugged Heatray around the neck, and the rocky flying wyvern settled down with a deep rumble.

"H-Hey," quavered Snotlout, poking his head out from under the bed. "G-Got room for a third? P-Please?"

Up on the rooftop, the Thorston twins were eating nuts while watching the lightning strike across the village.

"I gotta admit," Tuff said, popping a de-shelled nut into his mouth, "your idea to come all the way up here and watch was awesome. Ooh!" he exclaimed, watching a bolt strike a monster perch and be deflected into a house. "All this destruction is so beautiful."

"No one blows stuff up like Thor," Ruff piled on, grinning.

* * *

><p><strong>Hiccup's House<strong>

The screaming and shouting was getting steadily louder with each passing minute, audible even up at the Chief's dwelling. Those who were waiting out the storm inside were becoming more and more unnerved. For once, Batwings couldn't fall asleep, and outside, Thornado and Needlenose were roaring – whether it was in fear or something else, no one could say.

"I wish those beasts would calm down," Gobber muttered. "All the ruckus they're raisin' is givin' me the willies."

When Hiccup listened to the shouts outside some more, he remembered how mad Mildew and some others had gotten last time, believing Sightless to be what Thor was venting his rage at.

"Dad," he began, "y-you don't think that Thor is angry at… at Sightless, do you?"

Patting him roughly on the shoulder, his father replied, "Of course I don't, son."

"_Open up, Stoick!_"

Shouts and yells that were louder than ever could be heard beyond Mildew's demand.

"They, however, do," Stoick added. "Get Sightless to a safe place. I'll go reason with them."

"Go on, sic Thornado on them or something," groaned Batwings, rolling over on his beam. "Some of us are trying to sleep."

Stoick opened the door, and Hiccup could see through the mass of helmeted heads and red faces that there was a torrent of rain now pouring down on the village, helping somewhat to extinguish all the lightning-induced fires. There were flashes of light occurring practically every second as thunderbolts kept falling down on Berk. The weather was even worse than the last storm.

"Give up the dragon, Stoick!" seethed Mildew. "Look at your people! We've had enough!"

Hiccup was already moving, running up the stairs behind Sightless as Gobber bid them safe travels. When he was sure that they had left, Stoick turned back to the mob. "It's too late! They've already gone!"

"Wait a second," Gobber said. "What dragon? Only dragons 'round here are Batwings, Torch, and Thornado."

"The girl's infernal Skrill, of course!" Mildew hollered. "That's the beast that's encouraging Thor to rain destruction down on our village!"

The mob collectively yelled its agreement.

Against all odds, Stoick chuckled. "Mildew, even you should know that Arachne Philston lives over at Phlegm and Goosebreath's place. I'm not responsible for the girl. Why not go talk to them about it?"

"What, you think I haven't already tried?" he rasped sarcastically. "They escaped, and they're somewhere in the village! Thor himself says so!"

Right on cue, the biggest bolt of lightning yet struck a perch and made three houses simultaneously burst into flames, which were rapidly doused by the torrential rain.

Stoick frowned. How could he keep stalling the old man, to buy time for Arachne and Rilebolt to seek shelter from the storm brewing right in front of him?

* * *

><p>Hiccup ran until he could run no more, Sightless stopping beside him. They were a ways away from the house, near the first trees that made up the woods. He hadn't been outside for more than a few moments, but the rain had soaked him through and made Sightless' hide very slick, while at the same time matting his fur-covered wings.<p>

"Don't worry, bud," the boy said to his monster. "It's still you and me."

"And me!" came a familiar voice. The familiar winged figure of Rilebolt landed on the grass in front of them, a somber-looking Arachne sitting aboard her back. Somehow, her saddle protected her from the sparks of electricity arching around the Skrill's spines.

"What are you doing here?" Hiccup inquired, confused. "Oh wait, you couldn't control Rilebolt in this mess of a storm?"

"That's part of it," the ten-year-old replied. "Listen, Mildew's starting to put the blame on me and Rilebolt! He arrived at my house spouting lies about how Thor's angry at my Skrill and that's why she's acting so hyper, because she's scared of him, or something stupid like that. You've gotta get me and my dragon out of here!"

Hiccup nodded. If he and Arachne left for a little while, long enough for the village to be convinced that neither one of them was Thor's reason for cursing Berk. If it _was_ Thor.

"We can hide in the cove for now," Arachne offered. She didn't seem to like the idea of leaving the island entirely.

Sadly, that was their only choice. "They'll just find us," Hiccup told her. "No, we have to get off of the island."

"We?" she questioned, disbelievingly.

"I'm going with you," he confirmed. "You and a wild, storm-crazed Skrill couldn't make it far on your own, and I wouldn't want you to."

"But… we'll be coming back, right?" Arachne whimpered.

"Yeah, eventually," answered Hiccup. "Once they realize that this situation didn't happen because of Rilebolt or Sightless. You get a head start, I'll fend them off long enough for you to get away. Then, I'll follow."

After much deliberation, Arachne gulped and nodded timidly. With a grating screech, Rilebolt launched herself off of the ground and streaked up into the tumultuous sky. She vanished into a cloud, the last thing to go being her tail and the glint of Arachne's helmet.

Hiccup turned around to see Mildew and his mob approaching. Protectively, Sightless stood over his rider, planting his arms on the ground and flaring his cloak while allowing his horns to flick forward.

Unperturbed, Mildew demanded, "Where's the girl? And more importantly, where's the dragon?"

"You got your wish," Hiccup replied defiantly. "Arachne and Rilebolt are gone."

Sightless backed him up with a deafening scream.

The despicable old prune shook his head. "Bah, I'm not willing to trust the word of a monster-lover. Find the Skrill!" he yelled at his followers, and they left.

"Now's our chance, bud," the fishbone-like boy whispered. Sightless folded up his arms and withdrew his horns, and took off into the sky when Hiccup hopped onto his back.

In seconds, they were gone, disappearing into the same cloud that Arachne had gone through. With luck, they would catch up with her and find somewhere to hide for the next week or so. Hiccup's only wish was that they and their winged steeds would be welcome again when they came back.

* * *

><p><strong>Sky over the Open Ocean<strong>

Hiccup and Sightless glided gently down through the clouds, and when all was clear, they found Arachne flying Rilebolt over the sea. Everything was dark, thanks to the curtain obscuring the sky. Normally, the sea would be glinting with reflected light from the stars and moon – now, there was nothing to mar its choppy black surface.

The rain hit them hard when the Gore Magala made it out of the clouds, stinging Hiccup's face and arms and back. Wincing, he did his best to ignore the hammering droplets and steered Sightless over to Rilebolt's side.

"How far do you think we'll have to go?" Arachne yelled, over the storm.

"I have no idea!" replied Hiccup. "As long as it's not Outcast Island, I don't care!"

So suddenly that it made the riders nearly jump out of their pants, a forked bolt of lightning shot its blindingly-bright lances down into their midst, forcing them to separate in order to avoid it.

The next lightning bolt was accompanied by a high-pitched wail, the likes of which Hiccup had never heard before. The screech rose and fell in pitch as it went on, and somehow managed to be beautiful and eerie and terrifying all at the same time. When the sound faded, the Haddock boy was left feeling cold.

"Did you hear that?" he asked, turning to Arachne.

Spooked, the Philston girl answered, "Yeah, what kind of thing made that noise? It's giving me goosebumps!"

As Hiccup thought about it, the more he started to think that Batwings had been right all along. _Is it really a monster causing the thunderstorm?_

Then he looked up and behind him, and with a start, saw a flash of lightning illuminate an absolutely _gigantic_ silhouette hiding in the clouds.

_Yes it is,_ he decided, and urged Sightless into a dive toward the ocean. Arachne followed suit, her Skrill keeping up easily with his monster.

"Now what's going on?" she demanded of him.

Hesitantly, he informed her, "Ah, something really big and really mad. I'm hoping it doesn't follow us down here, because I –"

All of a sudden, the sea underneath them erupted in a huge white spray of brine. Immediately, Hiccup and Arachne flew upwards on their mounts, the foamy water splattering them anyway. The flying seawater was accompanied by one other thing – a low, mournful cry, like whale song but far louder. Whatever it was that was surfacing from out of the deep, it was as massive as the mysterious figure following them from above!

Then, the spray fell back into the ocean, and the singing beast was revealed. It was long and sinuous, like a sea snake, but no sea snake was three times bigger than a Lagiacrus. The end of its tail sported a pair of flukes, and two small fins that resembled arms stuck out from its sides. On the monster's small, armored head, a couple of curving grey horns grew out. The entire creature was covered in shining white scales, giving it the same luster as the moon at night.

Arachne's gasp could be heard over the sea monster's wail. "I know that thing!" she said enthusiastically. "My mum used to tell me stories about it! That's a Ceadeus, the Sea God!"

The Ceadeus suddenly reared up out of the water, so tall that his horns blew past the two kids high up in the sky. With another deep chorus, the elder dragon plummeted down back into the ocean on top of his back, briefly showing off his impressive green-grey beard before the waves closed over top of him again. For something so big, it was shocking how fast he disappeared.

"It's like he's in control of the sea," breathed Arachne.

In answer to the Ceadeus' parting bellow, another melodious screech came from out of the clouds. The creature concealed within descended, trailing black wisps of cloud from the ends of its claws and fins. It was a vision of beauty and elegance, an elder dragon most divine. Its entire body covered in flowing and fluttering fins, its wings were small but unneeded for floating so effortlessly through the heavens. From the dragon's small, crocodile-like head, a pair of golden antlers rose.

"So that's what's causing the storm," Hiccup concluded, staring up in pure awe at the magnificent beast. "That's the Goddess of the Storm, Amatsumagatsuchi!"

Amatsumagatsuchi saw them and released her high-pitched cry, making the hairs on the back of Hiccup's neck stand on end. The rain intensified all of a sudden, making it almost impossible to make out the shape of the elder dragon. Hiccup looked back at her and saw nothing but a shadowy shape and two piercing yellow eyes.

_She can only cause wind and rain,_ he recalled, remembering the tales told about the elder dragon goddess. _Is it possible that she is working together with Ceadeus to bring about this terrible thunderstorm?_

A clap of thunder brought him out of his thoughts. Amatsu reared her head back and cried her loudest yet, as if giving a command. On cue, a giant lightning bolt ripped the sky in two and struck Sightless right on the wing.

Though he wasn't the one to be struck, Hiccup still screamed in pain as he felt the heat from the thunderbolt flash across his body. But his shout was drowned out by Sightless, whose scream blasted his ears. The Gore Magala's voice broke off mid-scream, and he plummeted lifelessly downwards, taking his rider with him.

"Hiccup!" Arachne exclaimed, desperation making her voice crack. With a shriek, Rilebolt folded her wings and dove after those who fell.

The screeches of Amatsu followed her down, coming in a series that was not unlike a malicious laugh, and the elder dragon cloaked herself in storm clouds once again.

By sheer luck, Hiccup and Sightless landed in the forest near Thor's Beach, at the edge of a clearing near a small grove of trees. The tall pines' needles kept them sheltered from the rain. Rilebolt landed by their side a second later, her hide buzzing with so much electricity that it made Arachne's hair stand on end.

"Are you two alright?!" she demanded, tone shrill with fear.

"Ugh…" groaned Hiccup. "Everything hurts. What about you, bud?" he added to Sightless.

Growling faintly, the Gore Magala shifted around so that his injured wing could be clearly seen hanging limply at his side. The splint had been torn into twisted pieces that still glowed red with heat.

"Well, that's where the lightning hit," remarked the Chief-to-be.

He and Arachne gazed out in the direction of the village, where they could just make out the buildings of Berk in the far distance. It wasn't hard to find – the lightning was most concentrated there, advertising its presence. As the duo of Monster Riders watched, glowing blue bolts launched themselves at the metal perches scattered around the village, which could be identified by how they glinted in the light of the thunderbolts, and never directly hit any of the houses.

"The electricity is only hitting the metal," noted Arachne. "I wonder… if we hadn't put those perches up…"

Her sentence was doomed to never be finished. The distinctive whistling sound of a bola twirling through the air became known, and before either of them knew what was happening, the ropes had tangled Rilebolt up. Startled, the Skrill roared and thrashed around like an eel in her bindings, but not able to break free.

Sightless, although still hurt from the previous bolt, leapt to the dragon's defense, but a second bolas tangled him up as well. While he might have been able to break free before, he was helpless now that his wing had been freshly burned.

"Secure the monster!" Mildew could be heard shouting. "And capture that hated dragon!"

Out of nowhere, a horde of Vikings jumped on top of Sightless, their combined weight making his futile thrashing even more futile. Rilebolt got the same treatment, only that she was rapidly hauled to her feet and brought aboard a wooden plank on wheels. The Monster Riders cried out for their reptilian companions, but were dragged away by their arms and thrown to the ground in front of Mildew.

"Oh, save your breath," the old man snapped. "Don't try and stop us, you'll only make it worse for your precious Skrill."

While he spoke, Rilebolt was pinned to the plank by a pair of iron bars, and a huge wooden collar was clamped around her neck. To top it all off, a belt was wound around her jaws to stop her from blasting anyone. The Vikings finished their work and began to tug her away toward the village.

The rest of the angry and scared villagers only followed when Rilebolt was too far away for Hiccup or Arachne to save, and they and Sightless were left alone in the dark, rain-lashed forest.

Up in the sky, Amatsumagatsuchi's call was heard. It was only a figment of their imagination, but to their ears, the elder dragon again seemed like she was cruelly laughing at them.

* * *

><p><strong>Gobber's Forge<strong>

No one was around when a Gore Magala limped into the smithy and two scrawny kids hopped off of his back. Exhausted, Sightless hit the ground and was instantly asleep.

Hiccup let him rest. He had done his job, and he and Arachne could do the rest themselves. They would be getting Rilebolt back if it was the last thing they did.

Grabbing a spear with a determined expression on his face, Hiccup clenched the deadly weapon tightly in his fist while tossing his Hunter's Dagger and shield to Arachne.

"There you are!"

Both of the armed Monster Riders turned to see the rest of the gang running toward them. It was a beat-up looking Batwings who had spoken, and the Siren fluttered his wings weakly before crashing onto the ground.

"I tried to stop them," he explained, picking himself up, "but I couldn't stop all of them. I don't know if I'll be well enough to fly like I used to for a while…"

"Mildew and the people he convinced to help him have Rilebolt!" Astrid cut in. "They're taking her to the docks, and are about to float her out to sea."

"We know," the ten-year-old snarled, looking positively menacing. "Why do you think we have _these_?" She held up her weapon as Hiccup did the same with his spear.

"Oh ho!" chuckled Tuffnut. "Tough one! How many guesses do we have? Five?"

"Gods…" Hiccup muttered, and grabbed Astrid's hand. "Please, Astrid, fly Arachne and I to the docks."

Smiling, the Hofferson girl told him wryly, "I don't think you'll need Blackhawk and me when there's someone who looks pretty interested right now."

She pointed behind them, and Hiccup and Arachne turned around to see Silversol poking his head around the outside wall of the forge, his blue eyes fixed curiously on them.

* * *

><p><strong>Docks<strong>

"Enough of this!" Stoick bellowed. He and Gobber pushed past Mildew and stopped the mob from reaching the pinned-down Rilebolt. "I know you're all afraid, but this is not how we do things on Berk! Monsters are not the beasts we once thought they were, and the dragons are our friends as well!"

"Not this one!" argued Mildew, passionately. "Not anymore!"

"Release the dragon, Mildew," Gobber ordered, dangerously.

All those times Mildew had done his best to argue against the innocence of monsters and dragons, he had never been so adamant as this time. "Open your eyes, you idiots! It's the only solution, and you know it! It worked with Barnstat, and it'll work with the Skrill!"

The mob charged as Mildew rapidly scrambled out of their way. Stoick and Gobber, though, stayed put. The Chief drew his Switch Axe and activated the mechanism to turn it into a giant sword, and Gobber took out his favorite Hammer.

"If you want to get to this dragon, you'll have to go through us!" Stoick declared.

And soon, their numbers had doubled. Mulch and Bucket waddled forward and waved their Hunting Horns around with purpose. It was obvious that they weren't going to be playing any tunes.

"Thank you, lads," Gobber growled. "Nice ta see that someone still has some sense left in 'em."

"Uh," Bucket mumbled, "if we're choosin' sides, Mulch, there's more over there."

"We stand with the Chief, Bucket!" the porkier Viking replied loyally, readying his weapon.

Again, the mob charged, fists and weapons raised. Stoick, Gobber, Mulch, and Bucket braced themselves…

…and ten whole Vikings were knocked off the pier by a passing Silver Rathalos, its terrible roar momentarily bringing silence to the vengeful mob. Silversol landed, and Hiccup frantically dismounted with a spear held in his hands.

"Stop!" he ordered, pointing the spear at the nearest Viking as if he planned to use it. "You can kidnap Rilebolt! You… you can throw her off the edge of the world! You could feed her to Jormungandr if you had to! But none of that is going to stop this lightning from destroying Berk!"

Disbelieving grumbles and exclamations were heard from the Vikings. They were calmer, but wouldn't be for long.

"It's the metal!" the boy proclaimed. "The lightning is hitting the metal! Think about it!"

Now, it was Arachne's turn. Holding her dagger aloft, she yelled, "We've never had a storm this fierce until we installed those perches! And the statue, right? They're all. Made. _Of metal!_"

"I've never heard of anything so insane!" protested Mildew, and was backed up by hollers of agreement from the other villagers.

Arachne jumped down from Blackhawk and raised her voice to a near shriek. "And I've never heard of elder dragons coming to Berk in the midst of a storm, either! It was pure bad luck that they happened to be passing by when we put up the perches and the statue! They struck Sightless' splint, which is made of metal!"

Surprise was added to the mix of rage and panic. The Hooligans started to converse among themselves, sounding more like the thoughtful bunch on the night of the first thunderstorm.

"Elder dragons?" one Viking said, stunned.

"Here on Berk?" another asked.

"Powerful enough to destroy the village on their own?" a third trembled.

Mildew shrilled, a note of fear finding its way in amongst the hostility, "Don't listen to those kids! They're making this all up to defend their stupid dragon!"

"If you don't believe us, then we can prove it!" Hiccup told them.

Things were looking bleak, and there was only one drastic measure open to Hiccup and Arachne. Simultaneously, they nodded, understanding what it is they had to do. The smaller of the two ran past Rilebolt and to the end of the pier, while the other climbed up on top of Silversol again and requested that the flying wyvern fly him to the mast of the nearest boat.

Silversol did so, and Hiccup jumped off of him and onto the mast. The Silver Rathalos didn't fly away immediately, instead fixing the small human with a strangely intense stare. _Are you sure you know what you're doing?_

"Sure I – okay, 'sure' is a bit of a strong word," he replied, to what he thought Silversol was saying. "It's more of a… uh, hunch."

Although he didn't look quite satisfied with that answer, Silversol left him with a few beats of his shining wings.

"Oh boy, there he goes again. He doesn't make it easy," Gobber drawled. Although his best friend was sarcastic, Stoick could tell that he was concerned.

"You'll all see this for yourselves!" Arachne shouted over the rain, and thunder rumbled obligingly to illustrate her point. "Thor isn't mad at all – he isn't even causing this! It's a couple of elder dragons passing through Berk, and if you'll simply quiet down and…"

She trailed off, hearing – as all of the other Vikings did – the unmistakable low-pitched moan that came from the very depths of the sea. The raging waters suddenly burst forth in a colossal eruption a ways from the docks, and the horned head and elegant serpentine form of Ceadeus appeared above the surface amidst the rain. Lightning flashed, illuminating it for all to see.

Now, the Hooligans were gasping in amazement as the titanic elder dragon made itself known. All Vikings, no matter what tribe they were from, revered Ceadeus, both for its title as the Sea God and how much it resembled them. Right now, as Ceadeus rose above the stormy sea and displayed its glowing underside, everyone could see how Viking-like its profile was – the horns coming from its head, the immense shaggy beard, two arm-like fins, and the shining blue spots inside of its open mouth that could be easily mistaken for eyes.

"Villagers of Berk, we are blessed!" rejoiced Stoick. "Ceadeus, the Sea God, appears before us! He must be the one causing this beastly weather! Oh, Odin above!"

And then, almost as if waiting for his cry, something _did_ come from above. With a screeching melody, it was Amatsumagatsuchi, wreathed in clouds and rain, and dramatically illuminated by another forked bolt of lightning!

Seeing that the two elder dragons had both made their appearance, Hiccup knew that this was his opportunity to prove that Rilebolt wasn't to blame, that the metal was what was causing the storm to destroy Berk. He held his spear high above his head and raised his voice so that the Vikings, their awe quenching their anger, would listen to him.

"As Arachne said, you can all see for yourselves!" he declared, and lightning crackled ominously. "When I attach this metal spear to the mast, the lightning will be attracted to it and strike –"

Casually, Amatsu and Ceadeus flicked their fins in a dismissive gesture.

Their combined powers caused a gigantic thunderbolt to split the sky in half on its way down upon the docks, making the puny little humans cowering below to yell in shock and panic. The deadly electricity hit the spear dead on, enveloping Hiccup in a painful, buzzing aura. Paralyzed, he couldn't even scream as he fell limply from the ship and into the water below.

Turning their backs on the chaos (and possibly murder) they had caused, the great elder dragons left Berk behind in favor of the freedom to be found in the open sky and sea.

* * *

><p><strong>Hiccup's House, Early Morning<strong>

The sun was barely up when Hiccup awoke.

Muscles stiff and twinging with pain every time they flexed, the Haddock boy struggled to sit up in his bed. Sightless was on him at once, bounding from his rock slab of a bed and shoving his muzzle close to Hiccup's face, inspecting him to see if he was as fine as he seemed.

"Sightless, what happened, bud?" he muttered. Throwing off his blanket, he looked at his legs – one normal, one prosthetic – and remarked, "Well, at least I didn't lose another one."

Readjusting his one good wing, Sightless opened his maw and blew a puff of his foul-smelling fish breath as a teasing joke.

"I guess that means I'm going to have to make you a new splint," the Haddock boy sighed, looking critically at Sightless' uselessly-hanging bad arm. "And that wing of yours won't be healing for a long while –"

"Hiccup!" chirped Arachne, and from nowhere, she pounced on him and smothered him in a surprisingly strong hug. "Oh my gods, I was so worried about you! Did you know Rilebolt came and saved you? I know, right? She just tore off her bonds and dove into the water and… and…"

Then, Stoick and Gobber walked up the steps, cutting off the ecstatic girl's rant. Hiccup smiled at the sight of them and managed to crawl to the edge of the bed with Arachne still attached to him.

"My boy!" the elder Haddock exclaimed, and swooped Hiccup into his arms for a crushing hug. Luckily for Arachne, she managed to scuttle out of the way in time. "Oh son, you're tough as they come! Those elder dragons shot a lightning bolt at you, and you took it to the _head_!"

"Just like ol' Barnstat," Gobber added, jokingly. "Except we ain't gonna throw you off the island."

Tentatively, Hiccup asked, "So… everyone knows that the storm wasn't caused by Thor's anger at Sightless or Rilebolt?"

"They do now," replied Stoick, and Arachne furiously nodded her agreement.

"Until we figured out what was causin' the lightning ta be so destructive, we were all walkin' on eggshells," Gobber piled on.

Suddenly, a humongous crashing noise came from outside. The four of them, plus Sightless, walked downstairs and opened the door to see the community hard at work taking down all the monster perches. Thor's statue was also carefully laid down along the ground, thanks to the efforts of the Monster Riders.

"We worked so hard on that statue," lamented Hiccup. "Kind of a shame it and the perches will be scrapped for parts."

"And the monsters will start wrecking houses again," Arachne put in.

Addressing the issue Hiccup spoke of, Stoick thought out loud, "Maybe we don't have to. I'm sure Thor, wherever he is, still appreciates it. Why don't you take it to one of the high points of the island and leave it there?"

Without warning, the other Monster Riders were among them, all of them relieved to see Hiccup up and about. Snotlout even went as far as to punch Hiccup in the shoulder and ruffle Arachne's hair, his version of a warm welcome.

Before anyone could say anything, Astrid was suddenly there, throwing herself upon Hiccup and wrapping her arms tightly around his neck. Crying out in shock, Hiccup's footing gave out, and he ended up on the ground with the Hofferson girl on top of him.

"Ah… hi," he stammered.

She just tightened her grip on him and went on about how scared she was and how much she had worried about him, throwing in a bit about how much she cared for him for good measure. It was undoubtedly the most un-Astrid moment anyone had ever seen.

All Hiccup could think about, though, was how pretty she was with her face that close to him. Oh, and the way her breath tickled him pleasantly with every word she spoke.

Finally, Astrid seemed to realize how she must have looked, laying on top of Hiccup like that. She hurriedly got to her feet and smoothed her shirt down, her cheeks a faint shade of red. She helped Hiccup up as well, but then…

"That's for enjoying what I just did," Astrid bit, slugging him in the arm.

Stoick coughed. "So, as I was saying… the statue?"

"Good idea, Chief!" Batwings said with a grin. "I would have thought of it myself, but… I'm not the Chief."

"Don't worry," Tuffnut chuckled. "We'll handle this job for you."

When Hiccup followed them in the direction of the statue, Astrid grabbed him and pulled him into a wonderful kiss that must have lasted about five years (when in reality it was five seconds). Then she dropped him and ran for it, her heavy blush clearly visible.

Hiccup didn't care. His lips still tingled where Astrid's mouth had made contact, and it was the greatest feeling in the world.

* * *

><p>Somehow, Hiccup hadn't seen this coming.<p>

Batwings and Tuffnut dropped the statue of Thor right on Mildew's doorstep, on 'one of the high points of the island', as Stoick had worded it. As Mildew shook his fist at the retreating monsters that flew away with ropes dangling from their claws and vented his rage on them with foul words, Hiccup sighed and gripped Torch's horns more securely.

"I'm not sure that's what my father had in mind, guys," he said dryly.

"Hey, that's the way I understood it!" cackled Tuffnut. He and King flew off in a different direction, probably to go blow something up.

_It sure is nice to be back with these kooky bunch of characters, _Hiccup thought with an exasperated smile.

Turning his head toward movement on his left side, he saw Mocktalk and Batwings cruising up to meet him. From the frown on his face, it looked like the Siren wanted to talk about something.

"I saw what happened last night," he said simply, playing with a strand of hair by twisting it around one of his claws. "Why would a couple of elder dragons torment the village like this?"

"Oh, I'm sure they were just passing through, no biggie," responded Hiccup, breezily. "I mean, remember, it was the metal that made it dangerous to the village."

"Yeah," Batwings responded, still uncertain. "It still looked an awful lot like they aimed that last bolt right at you, like… I don't know, they were playing some twisted game, or something."

Chuckling to himself, Hiccup and Torch sped forward and left their pessimistic friend behind. He'd never heard of something so dumb.

_Elder dragons shooting lightning at people for fun,_ he thought, the voice in his head taking on a mocking tone. _As if._

He remembered the laugh-like shriek of Amatsumagatsuchi, though, and the smile on his face disappeared.

* * *

><p><em>No matter how much things change around here, Vikings are still Vikings. They're not afraid to admit when they're wrong.<em>

_And when they do, watch out! 'Cause you'll be up to your ears in pie and smoked fish._

* * *

><p>That following day, the elder dragons and their destructive combination of powers took their leave, but weren't willing to go out without a bang. There was another terrible storm that day. This one, thankfully, didn't hit anything – near the village, that is.<p>

The whole population of Berk heard the anguished howl of Mildew being struck by lightning, and more than a few people smiled.

* * *

><p><strong>Sorry for the late chapter – school's started, and I've gotten sick recently.<strong>

**Yeesh, those elder dragons were pretty mean. They'll be back, because I've got an interesting idea in order to expand the plot of HTTYD 2. Let's just say Drago Bludvist was only a pawn…**

**Also, Hiccstrid. Those two are going to have quite a few more moments than the canon gives them, so feel free to thank me.**

**Please leave a review, my dear readers!**

**Next time: What Snakes Beneath**
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_**Chapter 17**_

_**What Snakes Beneath Part 1**_

* * *

><p><em>Everybody has a past, even monsters. Sometimes, that past can come back to haunt them. And when it does, you're going to need to be there for them.<em>

_But what I never realized was that Sightless' past is worse than most._

* * *

><p><strong>Farmlands, Midnight<strong>

Unable to sleep the night after the terrible Amatsumagatsuchi and Ceadeus had left, Batwings and Torch had gone on a little flight over the island to soothe their troubled thoughts. It probably wasn't the best idea in the world – it had been a long and tiring day of toil, after all, and they still had Mildew's complaints to look forward to in the morning. The poor bugger had been struck by lightning!

Still, Batwings couldn't think of any other way to calm himself. Meditative flights worked wonders, especially under the stars.

"I don't know, Torch," he murmured to the Typhoomerang, as they cruised over the barn and pastures. "There's something about those elder dragons… I'm glad they're gone, but I can't shake the feeling that they'll be back someday…"

Torch grunted.

"So you agree," the Siren rider replied. He pushed some dirty-blond hair out of his eyes and added, "Hiccup's fine, at least. And he didn't take a full week to wake up, like after the battle with the Fatalis."

The dragon grunted again, this time with a question.

"I never told you about the battle on Monster Island?" Batwings asked. "Well, it all started when Sightless came to Hiccup's rescue…"

They flew on, and the Siren kept talking in low tones to his Typhoomerang, reiterating the events leading up to the grand union between Berkians and monsters. As he did so, the green grass of the farmlands spread out below them. They were soaring at a leisurely pace, so the herds of sheep and goats and yaks took a while to pass by. Most of the animals were asleep, but there was still a group of four yaks over in the corner that were grazing contentedly.

Batwings was in the middle of a description of the black Fatalis taking flight in pursuit of Hiccup and Sightless, when he suddenly heard a startled bellow. He peered over the side of Torch's neck and scanned the ground in search of the yak that had made such a noise. Squinting, Batwings' blood ran cold when his brain interpreted the information his eyes were giving it.

There were now only three yaks, and the end of a tail could be seen disappearing into a hole in the ground…

* * *

><p><strong>Hiccup's House<strong>

The Haddock boy groaned as he sleepily sat up in bed to address a problem that he had never needed to before.

Sightless was pacing around the room restlessly, his eyeless muzzle sweeping around to 'look' at the floor. It was like he was expecting a Whispering Death or something to burst out of the floorboards at any minute. Hiccup could practically _feel_ the pent-up tension coming off of his carapace.

"Would you just go to sleep, bud?" he muttered, when the Gore Magala had circled the room for the eighth time.

The monster ignored him, and continued swishing his cloak along the floor as he paced. Hiccup made a tired, exasperated noise at him and flung the blanket over his own head.

_It's probably only a nightmare or a stomachache keeping him up,_ the scrawny boy thought to himself. _No more extra helpings of fish at dinner, then._

He was sort of right about Sightless' situation. It _was_ a nightmare, but the bad dream would become very real for everyone else soon enough.

* * *

><p><strong>Village Plaza, Morning<strong>

That early, overcast morning would have been like any other, if it weren't for Batwings storming into Hiccup's room and blathering on about something he had seen last night. Only half-listening, Hiccup had sleepily lurched outside and followed the Siren to the plaza.

It was then that he started to wake up at last. Stoick, Gobber, and the Berk Monster Riders were gathered around two massive holes that had somehow appeared in the middle of the plaza. The pits were perfectly round and expertly dug. They had obviously been dug overnight, but was there anything that could dig a hole that deep and that wide in one night, and multiple to boot?

"Now _that's_ a hole," remarked Snaketail, very impressed.

"Any idea what ripped up the plaza to make it, though?" Gobber asked sarcastically.

"Too big for a Whispering Death," Batwings mused. "That's for sure. I know my dragons."

Hiccup joined his friends and wondered, as they all did, what the origins of this mysterious pair of pits were. Sightless, though, had other ideas – he stuck his head over the edge of the hole and sniffed at the dirt a couple of times. Then, all of a sudden, he reared up and flared his wings, screaming at the top of his lungs.

"Whoa, hey!" Hiccup protested, firmly pulling on his leg to get the Gore Magala under control. "It's just a hole, bud."

Sightless did calm down, but he remained tense. He folded his wings back over his shoulders and fixed the hole with an unseeing glare, as if it were his worst nemesis.

"It's not just a hole!"

The unexpected voice that emanated up from the depths of the earth brought everyone running. Multiple heads stared down into the pit, and many eyes widened when they saw a well-known and well-loved bucket-headed Viking standing at the bottom some fifteen feet down.

"Oh, Bucket!" called Mulch, waddling up to the hole at the sound of his best friend's voice. "There ya are! I've been lookin' for you all night!"

The clueless man adjusted his bucket and yelled back, "I'm sorry, Mulch, but I think I finally found it! My happy place!"

Unbeknownst to anyone, including Bucket, a poisonous yellow pair of eyes was watching him from the darkness that obscured the tunnel hidden within the pit…

"How do we get Bucket out of there?" asked Stoick. "There can't be a rope in all of Berk long enough to reach all that way!"

"Duh!" scoffed Snotlout. "We just get an even longer one!"

Astrid opened her mouth to snap at him, but she was cut off before she could even voice her annoyance. Bucket's shrill scream reached their ears, and a massive cloud of dust shot up from the hole and into the air, blinding all who stood too near the rim. There was a dull impact along with the sound of something metal hitting the cobblestones underfoot, and everyone's vision cleared in time to see Bucket picking himself up off the ground.

Stoick rushed to his aid. "Are you alright, Bucket? You're not hurt, are you?"

"No, but I'm not so happy anymore," he whimpered. "Somethin' pushed me out! Somethin's down there! Somethin' big!"

Again, Astrid opened her mouth, this time to bring light to the question left hanging in the air. But again, she was interrupted.

Sightless reared up again and released a deafening scream, flicking his horns forward and spreading his cloak. With a snarl, he propelled himself forward with his arms and jumped down into the hole, soon vanishing from sight.

"Wait, Sightless!" called Hiccup. He ran to the edge of the hole, but it was too late – his monster friend was gone. "What's gotten into him all of a sudden?"

His answer didn't come from above ground.

Everyone first knew something was wrong when the pebbles near their feet began to jump and jitter. Then the ground beneath them started to tremble, which gradually increased in intensity until it felt like the whole village was shaking. To add to the ominous effect, a sound came up from the earth itself to manifest in their ears – a faint rattling sound, like Seregios scales clacking against one another.

"What is that?" Arachne murmured, stepping away from the pit.

"Whatever it is, it's givin' me the willies," gulped Gobber, hesitantly watching his feet as if expecting another pitfall to open up where he was standing.

The rattling increased in volume, until it sounded like it was coming from all around them, and the tremors began to get even worse. Batwings was pale-faced, more so than even the timid Fishlegs, almost like he suspected what was going on.

"Wings," Hiccup said, a slight warning present in his tone. "Do you have an idea of what's –"

The ground exploded.

A huge serpentine monster rocketed out of its burrow, wreathed in a storm of rock and dust. It hung in the air for a second before crashing back down to land on its feet, and then dragged the rest of its body out of the ground. It was bright green with streaks of orange along the edge of its scales, and possessed tiny arms and legs. In contrast to how short its limbs were, its body was long and snake-like. The end of its tail took the shape of a flat mace adorned with rectangular plates, and even larger plates sat atop its neck and arced high above it like a pair of crests. A huge beak disfigured its face, from which frightening tusks poked out.

"Whoa, look at the size of that snake!" Snaketail exclaimed, awed.

"Now's not the time to be impressed, Tail!" said Ruffnut. "But… I've gotta admit, that thing looks pretty awesome."

The serpent monster arched its neck and hissed at the gathered Monster Riders, its plates clattering loudly. Hiccup read the look in its beady yellow eyes and tensed – this beast was clearly not in the mood to have a peaceful discussion.

"Monsters, everyone!" barked Astrid, and everyone jumped onto their respective mounts. Stoick ran toward the house, probably for Needlenose, and Gobber raced for his forge. Hiccup, left without a monster, was forced to stick close to Blackhawk.

The Berk Monster Riders stood ready for combat. The snake-like monster narrowed its eyes and looked at each of them in turn, letting its gaze linger on every single one of its foes. It was almost like the creature was studying them.

"I don't like the way it's eyeballing me," squeaked Snotlout.

"Uh, don't worry," Fishlegs assured him, albeit nervously. "It isn't just you."

"Thanks, big relief," Lout answered.

Finished with its observations, the snake monster rattled its plates loud enough to crack glass. While the teens were busy covering their ears in response to the terrible noise, it dove back under the ground and slowly disappeared, foot by foot, until its tail had disappeared and left no trace behind.

"What. Was. That…?" asked Arachne, dazedly.

Something told Hiccup that the little Philston girl wasn't simply asking about the monster – she was wondering about the vibe that it gave off. There was something… off about that monster, a sort of ominous feeling that it churned up with every sinuous move, setting every one of Hiccup's nerves a-buzzing.

"Whatever it was, I want one," Tuffnut said dreamily, clearly not feeling the same as Hiccup did.

"If I had to take a guess…" whispered Batwings, shivering in Mocktalk's saddle, "I'd say we were just visited by a Najarala."

"Great name," complimented Tuff. "_So_ much better than Teostra."

As he leaned on King's head and stared almost lovingly at where the Najarala had vanished, the feline elder dragon let out an indignant, offended growl.

"Where did it go?" Bucket asked, shaking like a leaf. "Why is it here?! _What is it going to do to us?! WHY AREN'T YOU SLAPPING ME TO SNAP ME OUT OF THIS?!_"

"B-Because I'm scared too, Bucket!" replied Mulch.

There was another tremor, which was barely enough warning to alert the Monster Riders before the Najarala exploded out of the ground again, shaking its plates to dislodge any grains of soil or rock that were caught between them. It barely missed Gobber and Silversol, who flapped out of the way so that the snake wyvern wouldn't hit them.

"Aye, it looks angry," the blacksmith commented from atop the Silver Rathalos' back. He turned to Hiccup and suggested, "Why don't ya do that think where yeh touch its nose an' feed it grass?"

With a glare at him, Hiccup peeked out from behind Blackhawk's leg and regarded Fishlegs. "Um, alright, Legs! What do we know about the Najarala?"

The knowledgeable Ingerman instantly started running his mouth, never taking his eyes off their hissing enemy. "Fear class, snake wyvern, razor-sharp beak, plates that produce loud noises, immensely strong coils, hunts from underground –"

"Now I _really_ want one," Tuff interrupted, even more dreamily than before.

"So?!" shouted Snotlout. "How do we get _rid of_ this thing?"

Fishlegs' reply was cut off by an immense screech and the sound of beating wings.

"Stand back, everyone!" roared Stoick, being carried into battle atop the azure back of Needlenose the Anorupatisu. "Needlenose has something he wants to say to this beast!"

The King of the Polar Sea opened his jagged jaws and exhaled a blast of snow and ice, which blasted the Najarala back. It slithered away from the biting cold, scales glittering with frost. However, it didn't run away for long – it reared up and met the Anorupatisu's attack with one of its own, a blast of sound from its plates that blew Needlenose several feet!

"I don't think it's got its listenin' ears on," mused Gobber.

"Alright, let's run this thing out of here!" proclaimed Snaketail.

One after another, the Berk Monster Riders rose up into the air on their monsters, backing Stoick up, while Hiccup ran and hid behind a nearby barrel. He noticed that the Najarala looked malevolently up at its many adversaries and hissed at them, but didn't make any moves toward them. It was smarter than it looked, Hiccup had to give it that.

_If only I was up there with them! _he thought. _If Sightless hadn't run off, then I could have helped lead the attack._

Right on cue, the black form of Sightless burst up from one of the pits behind the Najarala. Landing heavily on all six of his limbs, he gave the snake wyvern a furious scream. Startled, it whipped around to face him, only to go from frightened to angry, like the mere sight of the Gore Magala was provoking it.

But then, instead of rushing the Najarala like it looked like he was going to do, Sightless turned his horned head and barked hostilely at the airborne monsters. The effect was immediate – all of the monsters obligingly backed further away into the sky, giving Sightless and the Najarala plenty of space. Even Needlenose was smart enough to obey and not challenge what looked like an extremely ticked-off Gore Magala.

"What's that crazy lizard doing?" demanded Snotlout, voice high from panic and disbelief.

"I think he's telling us to stay away," replied Snaketail, incredulously.

"No argument here," Fishlegs muttered.

"Is he going to fight that overgrown earthworm by _himself_?" gasped Batwings. "Snotlout's right – he _is_ crazy."

Down on the ground, Hiccup observed the animosity between the two monsters all too clearly. Sightless and the Najarala circled each other warily, sizing each other up. A fight was going to break out any minute, Hiccup was sure of it.

"Sightless!" he cried.

That shout was what snapped the two monsters out of their standoff. The Najarala lunged at Sightless, beak agape, streaking across the ground with blinding speed. Sightless dodged its bite, and it made a flexible turn around him when it felt its jaws close on empty air. Not fooled by the maneuver, Sightless struck like lightning, dragging the Najarala down with his teeth and claws and wrestling it to the ground. Not one to be outdone, the Najarala looped a coil around Sightless and started to constrict him, but as soon as Sightless loosened his grip and gave it an opening, it fled.

Once it had put safe distance between itself and the incensed Gore Magala, the Najarala rattled its plates and snapped its beak with purpose, producing what looked like a small puff of air from its jaws. Immediately, Hiccup heard a shrieking whine in his ears that made his head feel like it was about to explode. The Haddock boy hit the ground, knocked onto his backside by the unexpected sonic tone. With a groan, he clutched his pounding head and sat up.

The Najarala's attack on the ears didn't have the same effect on Sightless. Instead of reacting as Hiccup had, Sightless screeched in pain and fired off several blasts of black fire at the slithering snake wyvern. Unfortunately, the Najarala was ready for him. It twisted around and avoided all of the virus blasts.

Hiccup noticed this. To the Chief-to-be, it seemed as though the Najarala had some experience fighting Gore Magalas.

Meanwhile, Sightless was struggling to get into the air, flapping his wings and leaping as high as he could, but always crash-landing painfully. Without Hiccup's foot to operate the stirrup and get the splint to function, there was no way Sightless could get into the air. He and the Najarala were on even footing.

"He can't fly without me!" called Hiccup, up to where his friends were circling. "He's a sitting duck for the other monster!"

His father gave him an understanding nod from up above. "Gobber, land that Rathalos and man the catapults!" Stoick ordered. "As soon as that thing is clear of Sightless, fire!"

Gobber saluted and steered Silversol away from the group, over to his smithy on the other side of the plaza.

"No Dad, wait!" protested Hiccup. He ran over to Sightless, pleading, "Just let me help you, alri –"

When Hiccup tried to get on the saddle, though, Sightless kicked him right off without so much as a glance in his direction. He resumed his pursuit of the Najarala, now hissing with that sounded like laughter, and left his rider in the dust.

"What…?" Hiccup murmured. "Sightless, what… what's wrong?"

Now that Sightless and the Najarala were moving off to another end of the plaza, the Monster Riders landed their monsters near to where Hiccup stood. It was Astrid who first hopped down off of her winged steed's back and helped her friend onto his feet.

"What was all that about?" the Hofferson asked him, but he didn't get the chance to answer.

The Najarala held its tail high above it and swung the appendage in a violent arc. Three small plates flew toward Sightless and embedded themselves in the ground, forming a triangle around him. Not giving him a chance to react, the Najarala clapped its beak shut and sent out another invisible wave of white noise. While the Monster Riders all hit the ground with their heads throbbing, the plates it had left vibrated and then exploded into sharp fragments. The largest fragment stabbed itself right into Sightless' back leg, and he shrieked. The thing was, no one could hear it over the noise still ringing in their ears.

"G-Gobber!" shouted Stoick, the pain in his head straining his voice.

The blacksmith got the hint. Silversol's tail swung down at Gobber's signal, and it flicked a lever on nearby portable catapult. The weapon flung a huge boulder at the Najarala, which impacted against its side. Angrier now, the snake wyvern slithered forward to attack the catapult, but was beaten away by another rock. This time, it was struck right in the beak, and the hit was enough to make it collapse.

"Rock to the face!" whooped Ruff.

"I love a good rock to the face!" her brother agreed.

Suddenly, Hiccup noticed that the clouds clogging up the sky were beginning to clear up. The plaza gradually brightened as the sun peeked through the dispersing curtain. The Najarala got up again, seemed to wince at how bright everything was, and plowed its head into the ground. It disappeared in seconds and burrowed off to who knows where, leaving only a trail of overturned dirt behind it.

Only then did Sightless calm down somewhat. He retracted his horns and arranged his wings over his shoulders again, finally allowing Hiccup to get near him. The boy wrenched the fragment of scale out of the Gore Magala's leg, and he gave the boy an appreciative lick on the cheek before bounding out of the plaza and up to the Haddock residence.

"Wait!" Hiccup yelled, but his effort was to no avail.

"Where's he going?" worried Arachne.

"Probably somewhere to lick his wounds," snickered Snotlout.

The sharp fragment still in his fist, Hiccup regarded Lout with a serious glare. "It's not funny," he spat. "Sightless could have been killed. He didn't have any advantages over that Najarala. He can't fly by himself, remember?"

"And _whose_ fault is that?" the obnoxious Jorgenson smirked.

Glowering at him, Astrid demanded, "Did you seriously just go there?"

Hastily, Fishlegs spoke up before another fight – this time between humans – could break out. "Uh, does anyone want to talk about _what in the name of Thor_ just happened?"

"Duh, monster fight," Ruff replied.

"Hello, another day on Berk," Tuff added.

Snaketail pushed both of them aside. "No, not really," she told them. "It seemed to me like there was _way _more going on than that."

"She's right," Batwings put in musingly. "That Najarala singled Sightless out."

"And Sightless wanted that monster all to himself," added Arachne.

Hiccup nodded, barely paying attention but absorbing their words all the same. Snaketail was absolutely right, or so he suspected – there was much more to the brawl than a simple territorial dispute. In fact, now that he thought about it, Sightless had gone into that hole before the Najarala surfaced. If he was right, then Sightless had actually been hunting for it.

"But why?" he murmured, Arachne's question on his mind.

A certain long-haired Thorston raised his hand. "Um, are we going to be tested on this? Because I am completely confused."

"Well, don't look at me!" his sister growled, shoving him out of her way.

Their bickering distant in his ears, Hiccup stared up at the hill on which Sightless was sitting, rigid and unmoving as if keeping watch for something, and didn't say anything.

Nothing needed to be said. He knew perfectly well what his monster was looking out for.

* * *

><p><strong>Hiccup's House, Evening<strong>

By the time bedtime rolled around, there had been no other sign of the intruding Najarala. Sightless finally calmed down enough to come off of his 'sentry duty' (as Snaketail had snidely referred to it) and head inside. He was still tense, but as Hiccup fed him his dinner of salmon, he slowly relaxed.

"I really wish you could tell me what was going on out there today," the boy muttered, rubbing some healing ointment over the puncture mark in the monster's leg. As with all of Goathi's mixtures, it was working wonderfully so far.

He started to double-check the splint on Sightless' wing, in order to make sure that it was still operating properly. They hadn't gone on many flights since that terrible lightning bolt had sliced the old device in half, so the new splint was hardly worn at all, and still in great condition.

All of a sudden, Sightless whipped his head toward the staircase and screamed. Hiccup jumped, and turned in that direction as well in time to see a startled Stoick standing on the top stair.

"Easy, bud," he soothed. "It's just Dad."

"How's our wounded warrior?" Stoick inquired, only now walking further into the room. Sightless' little greeting had surprised him more than he cared to admit, it seemed.

"Well," Hiccup answered, worried, "still a little on edge."

With a short laugh, Stoick patted the Gore Magala's head and assured him, "Don't worry about it – I think we showed that monster a thing or two about uninvited guests on Berk. I don't believe he'll be coming back any time soon… at least, I hope not."

Sightless 'stared' at him, unconvinced.

"Yeah, me too," murmured Hiccup, watching his father head back down the stairs. Rubbing the puncture one more time, he said with satisfaction, "Okay, that should do it. You have to take it easy from now on, though."

A soft gurgle of gratitude emanating from his jaws, Sightless slunk over to his rock slab and curled up comfortably on it.

Hiccup climbed up onto his own bed, gazed for a few seconds at his monster, and made to blow out the candle on his table – only for a familiar face to appear on the windowsill.

"Batwings?" asked Hiccup. "What're you doing here, and why didn't you use the stairs?"

"I didn't want to make your dad worry about anything else," the Siren whispered, pushing off of his perch and landing on the floor. "And the Peco triplets are all asleep. Listen, I know you dismissed me before about this, but those elder dragons from the other day –"

"Weren't deliberately aiming for me," the Haddock boy finished for him, dryly. "We've been over this."

"I know!" hissed Batwings. "I know I shouldn't be thinking about this, but… I don't know, I keep getting these feelings. These… these dreadful feelings whenever those monsters come to mind. Like a really, really strong suspicion. Almost a certainty, in fact."

Now Hiccup was listening. He knew that Batwings had a strange intuition that warned him about certain things, like in the moments before Stoick had given the Monster Riders their own training academy. However, no one knew if this was a precognition that all Sirens had, or only Batwings. Still, the fact still stood – when Batwings got 'feelings' about something, he had a habit of being right about it.

"Go to sleep," Hiccup finally said, yawning. "It's not going to do you any good thinking about this stuff when it's this late. We'll talk more about it in the morning, if that Najarala doesn't show up again."

Snorting, Batwings hopped to the edge of the windowsill, muttering to himself. "'We're Vikings', they all say. 'It's an occupational hazard', they all say. I oughta…"

The rest of his speech couldn't be heard as he flew off, leaving Hiccup to roll his eyes in exasperation. The scrawny teen glanced again at Sightless and, confident that the Gore Magala was sleeping peacefully, snuffed out his candle.

_Everything will be fine in the morning, _he thought assuredly. _I can go flying with Sightless and take breakfast with my friends in the Meade Hall. Things will be back to normal._

* * *

><p>The following morning, any late risers on the island got an unwelcome wake-up call.<p>

"SIGHTLESS!"

Hiccup's despaired shout echoed out over the village, prompting a flock of Terrible Terrors to leap off of the rooftops and fly away into the early morning air.

"This is so not normal," he decided, fingers immersed in his bedraggled hair and tangling it further. "Sightless went after that monster… alone."

* * *

><p><strong>Berk Monster Academy<strong>

Immediately, Hiccup went about gathering the others and calling them to the academy. When they were all assembled, Vikings and monsters, he explained the troubling situation. When he reached the end, everyone looked as worried as he was – except for one.

"Maybe Sightless went for a morning flight," Snotlout said reassuringly, then paused. "Oh, that's right, he can't." He snickered at his mean little joke.

"Really," snarled Astrid. "You're going there _again_?"

Hiccup held a hand up in front of her, stopping her advance. He said quickly, "Sightless must be looking for that Najarala. We find it, and we find Sightless."

"Uh, what do we do if we find the Najarala first?" Fishlegs piped up timidly.

"We train him!" exclaimed Arachne. "Venomwing could use another snake wyvern to play with, couldn't you?"

The Remobra stared at her, eyelids lowered skeptically.

"You do know that he has those exploding scales on him, right?" Tuff cut in dumbly. Out of habit, everyone ignored him.

"Legs, is there anything about the Najarala in the Book of Monsters that could help us?" asked Hiccup, the look in his eyes hard and stony.

The monster enthusiast flipped through the book until he found the right chapter. He offered, "It can throw fragile plates from its tail, and cause them to explode by vibrating them."

"Totally called it," Tuff spoke up again.

"Old news, Chicken-legs," drawled Snaketail, flicking her brown hair over her shoulder. "How's that going to help us?"

"Well," Fishlegs scowled at her, "it would _help_ if we stayed away from those."

Then Snotlout opened his big mouth. "Or, we could get near them and let Astrid handle them like the awesome warrior babe she – OW, my kneecap!" he suddenly howled. Astrid glowered down at him, and he protested, "Can't you take a compliment, Astrid?! Ow… that really hurts…"

"Took an Astrid to the knee, huh Snotlout?" laughed Arachne. "That's new. I like it!"

Sighing with exasperation, Hiccup closed his eyes and stroked his chin, meditating. "This monster must have some kind of weakness."

"Actually, no," Fishlegs corrected him. "No known weaknesses."

Everyone stared at him.

"What?" he asked, and held out the book. The jagged edges of a torn piece of paper could be seen poking out from between two pages. "The page is gone. It must have been ripped out when the Book of Monsters was stolen by the Outcasts."

That didn't help Astrid's mood one bit. "If I ever see that black-haired temptress again…" she growled.

"Shut it," snapped Batwings, coming into the conversation with a seriously bad temper. "You have no idea what caused this inconvenience. The blame could just as easily fall on Savage's or Alvin's shoulders. And if I ever hear you threatening my…"

He cut himself off, then quailed with a noticeable tint of pink on his cheeks.

"That's what I thought," Astrid smirked. She twirled one of her Dual Blades around her finger and regarded him smugly.

"No known weaknesses," Tuffnut considered. "Heh, I really love this thing."

"Can we go, please?" shouted Arachne, stomping her foot. "We're running out of time."

Everyone hopped aboard their monsters and prepared for takeoff. Without Sightless to fly him during this mission, Hiccup had no choice but to ride behind Astrid on Blackhawk's back.

"Don't worry," she assured him. "We'll find him. I promise."

With that, Blackhawk took off and led the rest of the monsters out of the academy and out toward the woods. Throughout the entire ride, though, Hiccup had only one thought on his mind.

_Which 'him' will we find first? Sightless, or the Najarala?_

* * *

><p><strong>Berk Woods<strong>

Whenever the Monster Riders needed to take their weapons somewhere, they resorted to the slings, pouches, and scabbards that all monster hunters used. This way, they could clip their weapons onto their backs or hips without worrying about them falling off, and their hands were left free. Any shields that they used were attached to their arms.

Hiccup noticed that, after a while of carrying around a sword that hung from his waist – a Hunter's Dagger in his case – and a shield that clung to his right arm, he barely noticed their weight. He supposed it was because he was familiar with his Sword and Shield (as the weapon was referred to as), but when he realized it during their flight over the forest, he felt proud of himself.

They found something promising after what was only the fifth clearing they soared over.

"There!" Snaketail yelled, reaching over Twinhorn's frill and pointing at the forest ahead of them. "Down below, in the clearing!"

The closer they flew, the more the Monster Riders began to see the series of holes dominating the otherwise featureless clearing. There weren't even any trees around, except for two, which had been recently toppled. The twins stopped complaining that they weren't going to find anything from so high up as the group urged their monsters down and prepared to land.

Getting off of their mounts' backs once they had landed, the gang crept up to the holes to investigate. It might have been Hiccup's imagination, but one of the pits looked smaller and a tiny bit rounder than the holes made in the plaza.

"How do we even know the Najarala made these holes?" asked Snotlout, defiantly.

"Oh, so you think it might be the _other_ thousand-pound burrowing snake wyvern we're following," replied Batwings, folding his arms and tapping a claw on his arm impatiently.

Staring at him blankly for several seconds, Snotlout then shook his head and stammered, "I know… I know what you're… don't try to confuse me!"

Hiccup noticed a long, sharp object on the ground and picked it up cautiously. It was bone-white, but slightly yellowed, and needed to be held in both of his hands due to its size and thickness.

"It looks like it lost a tooth," the Chief-to-be said. He accidentally scratched himself on it, and he immediately felt his hand grow numb.

"Is it sharp?" Tuff asked. "'Cause if it is, I like sharp."

"Yeah!" Ruff seconded. "Sharp is good!"

Waving his hand around, the fingers of which were now refusing to move, Hiccup asked no one in particular, "Are Najaralas poisonous? There's something in that fang… ugh, my hand feels so weird right now."

Fishlegs nodded in that way of his that meant 'definitely yes'. "Think about only a couple of those filled with paralyzing venom that can stop an Aptonoth dead in its tracks, assisting its beak in digging by ripping through dirt and tree roots like they aren't even there!"

"Joy, paralyzing venom," Arachne muttered. "As if we didn't have enough to worry about."

Suddenly, Hiccup noticed something that the others would soon take note of as well – the monsters were growing restless for seemingly no reason at all.

"Hey, what's wrong with you, Twinhorn?" asked Snaketail.

"Mocktalk, settle down," Batwings warned.

"Stop!" Hiccup ordered, assuming a wary stance. "Be quiet and listen."

Everyone quieted down, but as the seconds ticked by, no one could hear anything besides the wind and the occasional bird calling from the trees.

"Listen to what?" asked Tuffnut. "What are we listening for?"

"I can't hear anything over all his shouting!" added Ruffnut.

Astrid hissed at them, "He said be quiet!"

Things fell into silence once more, but not for long. As soon as the Thorston siblings had settled, a slight vibration could be picked up underfoot. The vibrations grew stronger and more significant, until the ground was definitely shaking. While the tremors kept growing worse as time passed, the familiar clattering sound began to reach their ears. Spooked, the Monster Riders simultaneously unclipped or unsheathed their weapons and held them at the ready.

"The rattle…" Batwings breathed, fists shaking as they clutched his Double Deathbolts.

"Looks like we beat Sightless," gulped Snotlout.

Shifting her Noble Shieldaxe to its blade-and-shield mode, Snaketail muttered unenthusiastically, "Yeah, we win."

Then came the explosion of dirt. The Najarala's head and torso soared high into the air before crashing down, wreathed in a massive dust cloud that settled over its back and tail as it cleared. The snake wyvern didn't hiss, but let out a peculiar noise that was best described as a sort of metallic clang. It was menacing all the same.

"I don't feel much like a winner!" wailed Fishlegs.

The Najarala was revealed in all its green, frightening glory when the dust completely faded. Its head shot down toward Legs, and at the last moment, it stopped and dipped its beak to his level, baring its venomous fangs.

"Um, hi," the terrified Ingerman boy quavered. "I'm, uh, liking the teeth!"

Hissing in apparent frustration, the Najarala raised its head and quickly swiveled its yellow eyes to and fro, inspecting each and every being that it was faced with. The monsters snarled and advanced collectively to protect their riders, saying that it had better get out or suffer the consequences. Not willing to risk a confrontation – or at least not seeing the Gore Magala it was after – the Najarala dove back under the ground.

Hiccup narrowed his eyes at the fresh new pit. It happened to be right next to the one he had observed previously, and now he knew he was right – that hole was too small to have been dug by the snake wyvern.

_Is there another burrowing creature, like Snotlout said?_ he asked himself.

"I hate it when he does that," said Jorgenson was fuming. "Can _someone_ at least tell me why he does that?"

"Maybe to hunt…" answered Fishlegs, nervously. "Maybe because it's cooler… maybe to look for water… and maybe because _he can't stand the pressure of everybody always expecting him to have the answers!_" he finished in an aggravated holler.

"He's losing it," Tuff sang.

"I know, it's awesome," grinned Ruff.

Then, the husky Ingerman went from frustrated to scared out of his wits as the ground was torn apart behind him. He shrieked as a serpentine figure reared up out of the earth and hissed its rage.

But wait. Through the blinding curtain of dirt and debris, Hiccup could see that this wasn't the Najarala. It was far too thin and spiny, with a pair of wings and a bulbous head, and blank white eyes that seemed to stare right through his very soul…

And that's when his heart skipped a beat, and his blood ran cold. He knew what this creature was, and it filled him with as much fear as the Najarala did.

Batwings spoke the dragon's name – "A Whispering Death!"

On the other side of the gang, which was now bunched up in a circle for safety, their target monster resurfaced as well. Now, they were stuck between a Death and a Najarala, the latter venomous and strong enough to crush stone in its coils, and the former regarding the Monster Riders like it was looking forward to grinding them up in its rotating jaws. Both were angry, both were probably unwilling to relinquish them, and both were creatures that the Monster Riders hoped they never encountered together in one place again.

"Some days, I really hate this job," Hiccup muttered.

* * *

><p><strong>Yeah, a Najarala. I can't wait to fight one when Monster Hunter 4 Ultimate comes out! Only thing is, I have no idea how to describe some of its noises. They sound almost… mechanical, if you know what I mean.<strong>

**I hope to have the characters use their monster-hunting weapons more often from here on out, so expect to see a few hand-to-hand combat scenes as this story progresses.**

**Review, my dear readers!**
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_**Chapter 17**_

_**What Snakes Beneath Part 2**_

**NOTE: Some people have expressed displeasure in the way the twins ride a Teostra and Lunastra, as well as in the way I include monsters from the Frontier series. Suffice it to say that the elder dragons have their own reason for letting the Thorstons ride them, which will be explained in a future chapter. As for the Frontier monsters – they're just as much monsters as the ones from the main series, so why _not_ include them?**

**Bottom line - if you don't like it, don't read it. I'm not changing anything.**

* * *

><p>Hiccup and the gang were caught between two earth-digging, sharp-fanged creatures that, more likely than not, hated their guts. All they had to do was figure out a way to save said guts from spilling onto the ground.<p>

"Someone hold it still!" cried Tuff. "I wanna pet it!" He crept forward with a hand outstretched, only to be pulled back by Snaketail.

"Which one?" she spat at him. "The dragon that'll grind you into hamburger? Or the monster that'll paralyze you before making your head explode?"

Batwings was glancing from one to the other – neither the Whispering Death nor the Najarala looked like an appealing death option. "Can someone do something? Preferably something that'll get us out from between these beasts and back to our monsters?"

"I'd really feel a lot safer on Venomwing's back," agreed Arachne, with a nervous gulp.

Taking a deep breath, Hiccup took a cautious step toward the Najarala. The green snake wyvern was closest to him, and in his opinion, was the bigger threat to his group. If Batwings could talk to the Whispering Death, then maybe they had a shot at negotiating with it – but no one could speak Najarala, so it was up to him to engage it.

"Do you actually have a plan?" Astrid asked him critically. "Or are you trying to get yourself killed?"

He really loved it when the Hofferson girl had so much confidence in him.

Turning to face her, he replied determinedly, "If I can train it, then maybe it'll leave Sightless alone. Everything will go back to normal. Just let me approach it quietly, while it's calm."

"I see," Snotlout said. "Right, so you _are_ trying to get yourself killed."

Hiccup turned back around, and saw the Najarala nearly on top of him, ready to strike with its beak agape and fangs glistening. By reflex, Hiccup flinched and held out his hand at arm's length – and to his surprise, the Najarala stopped, tilting its head to the side in confusion. The other riders squinted their eyes shut, too scared to want to witness the outcome.

Hesitantly, the Haddock boy inched his arm a little closer to the Najarala. He could hear its breaths being inhaled through the nostril slits in its beak, and see its yellow eyes widen a little with curiosity. A little ray of hope dawned inside of Hiccup – maybe he could train this monster!

But then, the Najarala changed its mind, diving under the ground with one sinuous movement and a massive cloud of dust.

Meanwhile, Batwings was trying to communicate with the Whispering Death, while at the same time keeping it from getting any closer. His odd vocalizations of hisses and chirps didn't seem to be doing any good, though, and the Death quickly grew bored with him. Letting out a sharp, hostile hiss, it contorted its body and fired several long spikes that the Siren only barely avoided.

In the next instant, the Whispering Death plowed its nightmarish jaws into the soil and was gone in seconds. It left a slightly traumatized Batwings on his rear, heart racing at the suddenness of its parting attack.

"I assume it didn't wanted to talk," Snaketail said, snidely.

Helped onto his shaky feet by Mocktalk, who raced over as soon as the Death was gone, Batwings regarded her and the others with uncertainty. "It was so weird. She kept saying that she didn't converse with enemies and that she was too busy to chat anyway. I wish I knew more about what she was going on about…"

All of a sudden, Astrid spoke up. "Hiccup, I know what you're thinking, and the answer is no."

Batwings and the Monster Riders whirled around in time to see Hiccup's distinctive mess of brown hair disappear over the lip of the Najarala's hole.

"Why does he always do that?" Astrid fumed.

"Oooooh, man," Fishlegs shuddered, walking to the edge of the pit and hesitantly looking down. "I'm _so_ glad that I'm not down there right now."

That was when Snotlout shoved him in. Over his startled scream, the Jorgenson boy looked innocently at Astrid and said, "Oops, my bad."

Arachne kicked him in the shin and scowled. She might like Snotlout a little more than most folks did, but that didn't mean he could push his friends into monster-infested tunnels around her.

"Should we go down there?" asked Batwings.

"Yeah," Ruffnut replied casually. Then, she smirked and added, "In a minute."

* * *

><p><strong>Najarala Tunnels<strong>

Jaw set and fists clenched, Hiccup stepped away from the circle of light that the hole provided and entered the shadows beyond. There was a long tunnel extending through the earth in front of him, dark enough so that he couldn't make out anything more than twenty feet away. There were even darker spots dotting the walls of the tunnel, probably other passageways branching off of this one.

"This thing has been busy…" Hiccup murmured to himself.

Suddenly, there was a horrible scream. The Chief-to-be jumped a foot in the air and whirled around, just in time to see Fishlegs hit the ground. There was a huge cloud of dust and a muffled *thump* when he collided with the soil at the bottom of the pit.

"Oh, thanks, Fishlegs," greeted Hiccup, mightily relieved to have a friend by his side. "I would have figured that you'd be the last person to follow me down here."

The Ingerman nervously stuttered a reply. "Uh, y-yeah! I didn't w-want for you to have to f-face those things alone!"

They both started at the sound of a distant, echoing rattle that came from further down the tunnel. Nothing leapt out at them, however. Judging the complex to be safe for the moment, Hiccup began to walk forward in order to explore. Gingerly, Fishlegs followed him.

"Quick question," he gulped. "Why are we down here again?"

Not even looking at him, Hiccup responded, "This is where the Najarala spends all of its time. There has to be something down here that can help us find out what it wants. And maybe we can learn more about that Whispering Death, too."

Peering down a side tunnel, Hiccup felt his blood run cold as he witnessed the vague outline of the Najarala's thick tail wind through the darkness on the other side. If he had been there a second earlier, the snake wyvern would have noticed him, and then… it didn't even bear thinking about. This was its domain, and it ruled here, not the Monster Riders.

Squashing his fear, he called out to Fishlegs. "There it goes, let's follow it!"

When his whisper-shout got no response, Hiccup turned around and saw his pudgy companion staying put, practically quaking in his boots.

"Oh!" he exclaimed with false surprise. "You were talking to me?"

Hiccup gestured down the tunnel with some exasperation. "Legs, remember? New monster! You love this stuff!"

It took Fishlegs a few seconds to wrestle with his mind. Finally, he stamped a foot, fumed, "I _hate_ that about me!" and grudgingly followed Hiccup on his exploration.

The Najarala's tunnels seemed to go on forever and in every direction possible. Soon, neither of them knew how far, or for how long, they had traveled. It was almost too dark to see, but shafts of light occasionally shone down from holes in the ceiling, which helped to light the way. Hiccup and Fishlegs stuck to the main path as much as possible so as not to get lost, and peered into whatever side tunnel they came across in hopes of catching a glimpse of their quarry. The only thing they ever heard from it, though, were its distant hisses or rattling scales. It unnerved both the timid Fishlegs and the normally-courageous Hiccup.

"Get your weapon out," he advised to his sidekick, drawing his Hunter's Dagger from its sheath and readying his shield. "We might need to defend ourselves."

"Uh… yeah, okay, sure," Fishlegs stammered back. He took out the Carapace Mace from its own sheath and nervously tapped it against his palm.

They were beginning to approach another patch of light, this one almost as wide as the hole they had fallen into. It ended up saving their lives – without it, they never would have seen the Najarala suddenly lurch out from a side tunnel. The monster swung its head and neck down one end of the main tunnel, and Hiccup took this opportunity to hustle Fishlegs into a shallow alcove. And they were just in time, too, as the Najarala slithered leisurely past them only a second later. It cringed when it came to a patch of sunlight, then hastily slithered around it before continuing on its way.

The flat end of its tail had almost entirely disappeared into the blackness when Fishlegs gasped, his voice worryingly loud. "Hiccup! Did you see –"

With one of its odd clanking sounds, the Najarala turned around and moved with astounding speed, reacting to the unexpected noise in its lair. It came to a stop right in front of their alcove, plates rattling with suspicion. Hiccup clapped a hand over Fishlegs' mouth and sent a glare his way.

"Can it wait?" he hissed.

Then, the snake wyvern started moving again, much more cautiously this time. It slid easily across the dirt, its stubby legs helping it to push itself forward. When it stopped again, it was tense, apparently listening to something that only it could hear.

Hiccup was watching it closely, waiting for it to move on again, when Fishlegs nudged him. When he was sure he had his friend's full attention, the monster enthusiast pointed his weapon at something on the Najarala's flank. There, just behind its leg, was a series of nasty-looking, dark red scars, contrasting with the forest-green color of its scales. They looked old, but seemed to have never healed properly, giving them a jagged appearance.

Almost like the boys' gazes on its wound made it uncomfortable, the Najarala took off with all speed down the tunnel. When they were sure it was gone, Hiccup and Fishlegs stepped out of their alcove and stared after it.

"Was that a bite mark?" asked Hiccup.

Nodding, Fishlegs replied, "And not just any bite mark. I'm ninety-eight percent sure that that was a _Gore Magala_ bite mark! I think I know why Sightless is hunting this monster."

"They have a history…" Hiccup finished for him.

"A grudge," he added.

"Well, how long do monsters carry a grudge?" the Haddock boy wondered.

Swallowing thickly, Fishlegs informed him, "For the more intelligent monsters – to the death."

Unfortunately, both the Najarala and the Gore Magala fell into the 'intelligent monsters' category. That meant that as long as the Najarala remained on Berk, Sightless would never stop hunting it.

"Let's get out of here before it comes back," muttered Hiccup.

"That is a _really_ good idea," Fishlegs grinned.

Together, they ran back the way they had come, but they didn't get far – for as soon as they had made it into the first disc of light on the floor, the wall in front of them exploded, and an all-too-familiar whisper reached their ears.

Facing the Whispering Death with as much courage as he could muster, Hiccup raised his sword and shouted, "Weapon up, Legs! If this thing won't let us pass…"

He never had the chance to finish, because the Whispering Death struck. It plunged right through the light they stood in and snapped its terrible jaws, which the two only barely dodged. Immediately, the Death turned around for another go, but slammed its head into Hiccup's raised shield before it could attempt a bite. Hissing in pain and rage, the dragon curled its tail and threw several long needles at its human adversaries. Fishlegs jumped in and blocked the projectiles with his own sturdy shield, then swung his Carapace Mace and clubbed the Death in the chin, forcing its jaws closed for the moment.

The Whispering Death's tail lashed out from the shadows, only visible under the light for a split second. However, that was enough time for Hiccup to bring out his Hunter's Dagger, its blade flashing in the sunlight. The sword clashed with the thorn-studded tail with a tremendous ringing sound, which would undoubtedly carry through the tunnels for miles.

"We're not actually trying to kill this dragon, are we?" squeaked Fishlegs, holding his ground when the Death tackled him and made impact with his shield. He skidded backward a short distance, and fell on his back when it tripped him with its tail.

Hiccup leapt at the Whispering Death and slashed a long cut across its jaw when it tried to finish his friend off. "No! We're not hunters anymore, remember?" he replied, as the Death retreated back into the darkness. "But if it keeps getting in our way, we might not have a choice."

Painfully, Fishlegs got to his feet. "Technically, we never _were_ hunters in the first – do you hear that?"

Indeed, there was a distant rattle coming from farther down the tunnel, audible over the sounds of the Whispering Death burrowing through the earth in order to flee. The Najarala had heard their struggle with the hostile dragon, and was almost certainly coming to find them.

"Run!" cried Hiccup, and the two of them bolted.

* * *

><p><strong>Berk Woods<strong>

"They've been down there forever!" worried Astrid, clutching the sides of the hole until her knuckles turned white. "Hiccup! Fishlegs!" she called.

Almost instantly, the two missing Monster Riders appeared at the bottom of the pit as if on command.

"Yep, right here!" confirmed Hiccup.

"Did you see the monster?" inquired Tuff, enthusiastic. "Was it cool?"

"Did you touch it?" pressed Ruff.

"I wanna touch it!" her brother added. Before the male Thorston could start an argument, Batwings smacked him to keep him quiet.

"We really need to get out of this hole!" shouted Fishlegs.

The ground began to tremble again, and Astrid caught sight of a trail of displaced dirt making its way toward them from the far distance. Whether or not it was the Najarala or the Whispering Death, she couldn't say, but it was closing in fast.

"Yes, you do!" Snaketail agreed. "Someone pull them up!"

"Fishlegs, you go first," ordered Hiccup, taking charge. He let the much larger teen climb up onto his shoulders, giving him enough height to reach Snotlout's and Snaketail's outstretched hands. While they easily pulled the Ingerman boy up to ground level, Astrid leaned as far down as she dared and offered her own hand to Hiccup, still trapped in the pit.

"Hurry, grab my hand!" she urged.

The sound of shifting earth was starting to become more apparent as the monster (or dragon) tunneled ever closer. Hiccup grunted, jumping as high as he could in an effort to reach Astrid. But no matter how high he leapt, he always missed.

"I can't reach!" he exclaimed, after his fingers missed Astrid's by centimeters.

Finally, he made a last, desperate attempt and jumped with all of his might. At the same time, Astrid reached down as far as she possibly could, and their fingers latched firmly around the others' wrists. The Hofferson girl yanked with all of her strength – but as she slowly lifted her friend toward the surface, his hand slipped, and he fell right back down to the bottom.

The earth trail was now traveling at frightening speed, and the tremors were getting worse by the second. Whichever of the two underground beasts were chasing after him, it was almost on top of them.

"Everyone stand back!" Hiccup shouted.

All of the Monster Riders stumbled backwards a fair distance before a geyser of dirt erupted from out of the pit, the force sending Hiccup flying high into the air above them, yelling with shock and fear.

"Wow, I bet he can see our house from up there!" commented Tuffnut, amazed.

Traveling farther than the dirt it had thrown up in its wake, the Najarala broke out from the obscuring cloud and soared into the air behind Hiccup. The scrawny Chief-to-be began to fall toward the serpent-like monster, its terrible beak wide open. If it closed on him, it would be with sufficient force to cut him in half.

"Mocktalk, go!" yelled Batwings.

Obediently, the Qurupeco took flight, launching himself into the air. In a blur of green, the bird wyvern snatched up the falling Hiccup in his talons. The Najarala's beak snapped shut inches beneath them.

"Thanks, Batwings," gasped Hiccup, as Mocktalk dropped him onto the ground. Before the Siren could reply, though, the Najarala hit the ground and glared at them, rattling its plates menacingly.

"I don't think it's too keen on having visitors," said Arachne.

"Can we get out of here?!" Snotlout demanded, then added in a whimper, "Please…?"

"No," Hiccup said strongly. "I know that I can train this monster. Does anyone have some dragon nip?"

The words were barely out of his mouth when Fishlegs, Ruffnut, and Snaketail all handed him handfuls of the sweet-smelling grass. Hiccup gathered up his courage and walked toward the Najarala, very uncertain. Dragon nip didn't have as strong effects on monsters as it did on dragons, but with any luck, it'd relax the Najarala enough for Hiccup to be able to train it.

"Don't be afraid," he said soothingly, holding out the grass for the Najarala to sniff. "Come on, you'll love this stuff. Most monsters do."

Gingerly, the Najarala slithered toward Hiccup, head bending down to investigate the intoxicating dragon nip. There was a long, silent pause as the snake wyvern observed Hiccup and his offering…

…and then it sneezed. The dragon nip went flying all over the place, spreading its smell all around. Behind the Monster Riders, all of their gathered monsters went limp with contentment and sprawled themselves out on the ground, too relaxed to want to move. Batwings went fully unconscious, flopping over Mocktalk's back and beginning to snore softly.

"Great," huffed Snotlout. "Now we're defenseless."

Regaining its anger now that the dragon nip was gone, the Najarala faced the gang once more, baring its venomous fangs threateningly as it further advanced.

"Any other ideas?" Hiccup offered. "I'm throwing it wide open to the group."

"We can fight it!" Ruffnut suggested with some degree of enthusiasm. She unclipped the Blue Prominence from her back and held the Lance aloft, its pointy end pointing at the monster.

"Guys, we've never fought monsters for real before!" objected Arachne, ducking behind Snotlout.

A short moment of silence followed, and then Snaketail piped up. "I've got a pretty good idea. _RUN_!" she shrieked.

All at once, the Monster Riders bolted toward the forest, trying not to be the closest one to the enraged serpent behind them. Giving off a deafening clatter from its back plates, the Najarala lunged at them.

Hiccup turned his head to see it right behind him. Its head raced toward him, its beak nipping at his tunic. Seeing that it was rearing back for another, probably more successful, strike, Hiccup redoubled his efforts to get away. But then, he stumbled over the uneven terrain, and knew that the Najarala would catch him any second now.

A loud and very familiar scream echoed out from the woods in the near distance, and a black shape pounced out from the bushes and right onto the Najarala's back. The Gore Magala's tackle threw his enemy back into the clearing. Instantly, Hiccup knew who it was, and it was Arachne's gasp that punctuated the hope that suddenly flared to life in his chest – "Sightless!"

Giving off another frightening scream, Sightless flared out his arms and stomped them on the ground, allowing his wings to flare out to their maximum span. He was ready to confront his rival. The Najarala let out a challenging drone, not intimidated in the least, daring Sightless to come meet him head-on.

But all of a sudden, the other monsters were there. Having recovered from their temporary bout of dragon-nip-induced slumber, they closed in on the Najarala from all sides, furious at the monster for daring to attack their riders. Sightless belted out another scream, drawing its attention toward him again – _Come and fight me!_ he seemed to be saying.

Frantically, the Najarala glanced from one monster to the other, almost as if afraid. The odds stacked against it, it curled up its body like it was about to attack, then dove back underground.

Hiccup rushed up to Sightless' side, only to have the black monster kick him away and growl. Holding his hands up cautiously, the Haddock boy spoke, "Sightless, it's me! I know what's going on between you and that other monster. Let me help you! What happened to being a team?"

Somewhat calmer now, but still not lax enough to retract his horns, Sightless tossed his head with a skeptical grunt and loped away in pursuit of the long-gone Najarala.

"Stop, Sightless!" called Hiccup, running after him.

He hadn't gone far when the Gore Magala abruptly turned around and blasted the ground with a blast of black fire. Dirt and virus flew up from the point of impact, forcing Hiccup to back off or catch eel pox. Confident that he wouldn't be followed any longer, Sightless spread his cape and continued the hunt.

He was warning me not to follow him, Hiccup realized, watching his best friend vanish amongst the trees. He wants to settle the score on his own – but if he's on his own, then he doesn't stand much of a chance.

"Awwwwwkward," Tuff commented.

His next words were, "Oh, I am hurt! I am _very_ much hurt!"

* * *

><p>Once Tuff had calmed down, the Berk Monster Riders mounted their monsters and took to the skies. Every so often, one of them would peer over their saddle and scan the forest below for any sign of Sightless. But they couldn't find horn nor cloak of him – just trees, trees, the occasional Najarala hole, and more trees.<p>

Clouds were covering the sky again, so it was a bit harder to see. Hiccup and Astrid were flying on Blackhawk, at the front of the group. The Yian Garuga kept her ears pricked high, in case her superior wyvern sense of hearing would pick something up from down below. All of a sudden, Snotsnarl broke formation and cruised up beside the raven-like wyvern.

"So," Snotlout said conversationally, "Sightless has an arch-nemesis. Kinda like you and me, cousin!" He puffed out his chest and glared at Hiccup a bit.

"Lout," sighed Hiccup, "you're not my arch-nemesis."

"Yeah, but you're _mine_," the pig-headed Jorgenson declared, and made a motion with his hands and eyes. _I'm watching you._

"Hey, Wings," Arachne chirped from farther back. "Fishlegs says that the Najarala has a scar from Sightless. You've got a scar, so do you have a rival too?"

Batwings took one hand off of Mocktalk's saddle and reached up to touch the old cut gingerly. It was rather faint, and his shirt hid most of it, but the scar Arachne was referring to could still be seen on the side of his neck. No one had ever asked him about it until now.

"Of course I do," he told her. "He's a rather charming fellow, going by the name of D–"

He was interrupted by the Thorston twins. At the very back of the formation, the two of them were flying along on Queen and King, having a burping contest that was growing increasingly loud. Groaning aloud, Batwings steered Mocktalk around to talk some sense into them.

Meanwhile, Astrid was patting Hiccup's hand encouragingly. "Don't worry. He's only trying to protect you."

Anyone could tell from the reassurance in her voice that she was talking about Sightless. But Hiccup's frown didn't slacken, so concerned was he.

"Oh, that's not what it is," Snotlout replied, quick to contradict Astrid. "Sightless doesn't want you around because this is between him and the other guy. He's a fighter, like me. Not… whatever you are."

Hiccup should have felt bad, but instead, he felt a realization dawn on him. "I, I never thought I'd say this, but Snotlout? I think you're right!"

At this, Lout was rendered speechless. "Wait… huh? You guys heard that, right?" he asked, looking around in amazement.

"It's not a fair fight," Hiccup continued. "If Sightless is going to win, he has to fly, and he can't fly without me."

"Duh, we knew that," sneered Snaketail. "What're you saying?"

"I'm saying," he answered, "that we need to find him, and soon."

The squad of monsters increased their speed, and the forest went by more quickly beneath them. They were over the thickest part of the woods now, where only the occasional patch of light green indicated a break in the trees. The crowns of the evergreens were dark under the overcast sky.

And then, one of the Monster Riders caught a glimpse of something darker.

"There he is!" crowed Arachne, pointing to something black amidst the forest. "Gore Magala, dead ahead!"

"Let's go down there," Hiccup instructed. They dove down on their monsters to meet Sightless.

They caught up to the monster as he was busy sniffing along the grass, his horns still out in agitation. It appeared that he had lost the scent of his foe, growling in frustration as he was. There was no sign of the Najarala around.

Hopping off of Blackhawk's back, Hiccup warily approached the busy Gore Magala. No words had to be spoken, though – Sightless turned around, teeth slightly bared. Upon smelling Hiccup's familiar scent, though, he dropped the menacing expression. Tilting his head to the side, Sightless softly growled in a questioning way.

_Do you still trust me?_ Hiccup asked silently, holding out his hand.

Sightless hesitated for only an instant, then he gave his reply. He nuzzled the hand that Hiccup offered him, and gurgled low in his throat, an apology in his own language. That simple gesture lifted a huge weight off of Hiccup's chest.

"Hey, bud," he said softly, rubbing Sightless' massive head. "You had me so worried there for a while. You haven't been yourself lately."

Agreeing, Sightless nodded and gurgled again, apologizing a second time.

"That's okay," Hiccup replied with a smile. "It's good to see you're still you."

The moment was not to last. Bringing the heartfelt reunion to an abrupt halt was the Najarala, who burst up out of the ground nearby and rattled its challenge loudly. The hate-filled glare in its yellow eyes was directed squarely at Sightless, but Hiccup thought he saw its gaze flick over him as well.

"You can still walk away from this, bud!" warned Hiccup, but Sightless didn't listen. Despite the boy's efforts to pull him away, the Gore Magala leapt into a battle-ready stance and displayed his horns as if posturing against another of his kind for dominance.

"Let's just go home!" Hiccup pleaded. Once again, however, Sightless kicked him away and chased after the Najarala.

"You were _so close_ that time!" lamented Fishlegs, landing Heatray. Around him, the others did the same with their monsters.

"He needs our help!" Snaketail decided, and urged Twinhorn forward.

The Diablos snarled and lumbered to do battle, followed by the rest of the monsters – but then, at a scolding scream from Sightless, they all stopped in their tracks.

"Come on, girl!" Arachne growled, wrestling with a stubborn Venomwing.

"Snotsnarl won't budge!" said Snotlout, incredulously.

"I think mine is broken," Tuff stated.

"They know that this isn't their fight," Batwings observed. "Sightless wants a one-on-one battle against that slippery serpent. Whatever it has done to him in the past, he wants revenge for it."

"Or the other way around," noted Ruffnut. "Fishlegs told us about the bite mark."

"You were _listening_?" the Siren gasped.

But they quieted their budding argument as the scene in front of them began to unfold. Sightless leapt high into the air with a thrust from his wings, spitting black fire madly. The Najarala hissed as if laughing, dodging the bolts that came from above, then watched as its enemy tried and failed to keep his injured wing working. When Sightless began to fall, the Najarala stretched up and pecked at him with its beak, sending the Gore Magala into the dirt. It whipped out its tail next, swatting him across the small clearing. Immediately, Sightless leapt again, but the Najarala was ready for him – it clattered its plates before clapping its beak shut to produce that terrible, earsplitting sound. Sightless fell onto his back, screaming.

The snake wyvern hissed with laughter, slithering slowly away into the forest. Being driven positively mad with anger, Sightless continuously pounced at the Najarala's tail, leg, flank – anything at all. But he couldn't hit anything in his delirious rage, since his nemesis kept twisting and coiling out of the way. All of a sudden, the Najarala turned around and attack, raising its head high before swooping down with a savage, toxic bite. Luckily, Sightless managed to dodge, only to have it twist its flexible body around to face him once more. Sightless turned, but wasn't quick enough to avoid a second blast of sound. This one was so close that it knocked him away a far distance, tumbling through the bushes and out of sight.

"The sea is that way!" Hiccup yelled to his friends. "If they go any farther, one of them is going to end up falling into the ocean!"

"Let's hope it's the earthworm, then," grumbled Batwings.

The monsters charged forward after Sightless and the Najarala. Out of all of them, only Hiccup, Astrid, Ruffnut, and Tuffnut made it out of the clearing – the others tried to follow, but the sudden appearance of the Whispering Death blocked their way.

"So it's round two, is it?" muttered Fishlegs, staring defiantly into the Death's terrible jaws. "Ready to fight, guys?"

"Ready?" repeated Snotlout. "Ha, I'll chop up the tails of every dragon I fight! With my face!"

"Please, be my guest," Batwings snickered, pulling his Double Deathbolts out of their sheaths. "Just let us help."

To himself, though, he frowned and murmured, "I only wish I knew what this girl was after. Why is she assisting the Najarala?"

* * *

><p><strong>Cliffside<strong>

The four-rider team of Hiccup, Astrid, and the Thorstons broke through the trees and found themselves on a rocky cliff overlooking the ocean. They also saw that Sightless was cornered with his back to the sea. Despite the precarious position, though, Hiccup's monster was still willing to fight.

Sightless slammed his arms into the ground and threw his head back, screaming his loudest yet. Curtains of virus floated up from his stretched-out cloak and rapidly covered the sky in black fog, blotting out what little light managed to filter through the thick cloud cover. That didn't deter the Najarala, though – if anything, the snake wyvern seemed to grow more confident. Seeing that the battle wasn't yet over, it rapidly burrowed into the rock.

Tremors began to shake the ground, and a whole section of the cliff began to fall apart. As rocks tumbled into the ocean below, Sightless became trapped on an increasingly-small island projecting up from the choppy waters, with his rider watching helplessly from the other side of the new gap.

The island trembled, and the Najarala burrowed out from the side. Raising its head high above Sightless while its little legs dug into the rock, it released another painful sound wave before Sightless could even think about attacking. The Gore Magala vaguely noticed the young Vikings at the edge of the cliff going through similar agony as he, but he pushed that to the back of his mind and ignored his own pain. He only wanted to take down that Najarala.

Speaking of that squirming beast, it let out another blast of sound, this one painful enough to make Sightless retreat. He felt his leg slip over the edge of the island, and realized that he was only a few inches away from plummeting helplessly into the sea. Sightless raised his head and, detecting the familiar heat signature of Hiccup, screamed for help.

Through the darkness provided by the cloud of virus floating across the sky, Hiccup himself saw his monster companion struggling to stay on solid ground while the Najarala attacked. If he died, who would Hiccup look after, and go flying with, and lead the academy with? Who would be his best friend?

"Buddy…" Hiccup whispered, his heart clenching painfully from seeing Sightless in the awful position he was in.

That was when a bold, risky, incredibly idiotic plan came to Hiccup's mind. He had no other choice but to do it. The light in his green eyes turning defiant and determined, he took a deep breath – and simply stepped off of the cliff.

Wind whipped at Hiccup's cheeks and ears, drowning out the sound of his friends' gasps. Turning over in the air, he saw the disbelieving faces of Astrid and the twins gawking down at him, getting farther away as he fell toward the unforgiving sea.

Just then, a terrible whine filled Hiccup's eardrums, making them feel like they were about to rupture. He saw part of the cliff collapse and plummet after him – if he didn't drown in the sea, then he would be crushed.

A dark shadow swooped down upon him to obscure his vision, but it wasn't unconsciousness that enveloped him with vast, furry wings.

Hiccup grinned. _Exactly as I thought._

* * *

><p><strong>Berk Woods<strong>

Back in the forest, the second group of two struggled against the Whispering Death. Snotlout, Snaketail, Batwings, and Fishlegs were scattered all over the clearing, so as not to give the Death a clear target. Arachne was flying above their heads on Venomwing's back. As soon as it struck one of them, he or she would narrowly get out of the way, and another would use the opportunity to strike.

"This is so epic!" whooped Snotlout, rolling away from the Whispering Death's tail. "It feels like monster training with Gobber all over again!"

"'Epic' isn't the word I'd use to describe it!" Arachne yelped, ducking under a stray spike that shot over her head instead of through it.

Grazing the Death's tough, stone-like hide with one of his Dual Blades, Batwings added, "Yeah, more like 'why am I doing this in the first place?'"

The serpentine dragon hissed, teeth chattering, and dove under the ground. The end of its tail wasn't even below ground yet when it resurfaced, dirt and rock trailing from its jaws as it struck at Snaketail. She was ready for it, and squinted through the dust as she brought up her bladed shield to block its attack. When the Death flinched, the brown-haired Grundenson girl quickly slotted her sword into the Noble Shieldaxe and converted it to 'axe mode', then swung it over her head with all her might. If the blade connected, it would have been enough to cut the Death in half.

Unfortunately, it coiled out of the way at the last moment and prepared to throw more of its deadly spines. Snaketail, busy trying to pick up her Charge Blade, was in no position to dodge. That was when Arachne and Venomwing swooped down, the Remobra scoring a blow with her talons on the Whispering Death's head. It turned to face the circling wyvern, shooting a fire whirlwind from the depths of its maw, but it cut off the flames in surprise when Batwings flew into the air and latched onto its head!

"Easy, girl!" he shouted, grabbing the Death's horns with all his might. The dragon whipped around erratically, thrashing its head and tail in every direction, but the Siren stayed put. "We're not going to hurt you if you stop attacking us! Whoa! Whoa there, easy I say!"

Finally, the Whispering Death threw off its humanoid assailant with a twist of its head. Batwings hit a tree trunk, slid down to rest in the grass, and lay still. With a satisfied hiss, the Death turned around – and then Snotlout's Hammer hit it in the face.

"Woo, head shot!" Lout cheered, punching the air in victory. "I so wish Astrid had seen that!"

The Whispering Death slumped to the ground, head pounding. Wisely, it decided not to pursue the Monster Riders any longer. Wobbling a little bit in its flight, it burrowed into the ground and was gone from view. One last hiss curled from the hole it had dug, and then there was no sign of it.

"Am I glad that's over!" sighed Snaketail. Her rear end hit the dirt, so tired was she.

"I hope Hiccup's doing well with Sightless," Fishlegs said worriedly.

An answering scream came from the distance, followed by clanking and rattling. The sky started to darken, and then they heard the Najarala's sonic blast vibrating in their ears.

"Uh, is the sun supposed to set this fast?" asked Snotlout, looking around and seeing how dark everything was all of a sudden.

Eyes popping, Fishlegs patted his hand with his weapon. "Ooh, that's the Gore Magala's legendary ability!" the Ingerman enthused. "I've read about it in the Book of Monsters! When it gets really, really mad, it releases its virus into the sky and turns the day into night!"

"Not literally, right?" Arachne inquired, as she and Venomwing landed.

"Hold it!" shouted Snotlout, holding up a hand. "Does anyone else hear that?"

Indeed, when they all quieted, they heard the Najarala's rattling growing closer. The earth started to shake, and there was no sign of Sightless or Hiccup giving chase.

Had the snake wyvern won?

"You save me, I save you!" Hiccup said triumphantly, patting Sightless' head. "That's the way it works, bud."

The two of them were back in the air, Hiccup with his foot fitting comfortably into the stirrup and his hands gripping the edge of his saddle as always. They soared up and away from the ocean, the cheers of Astrid and the Thorstons coming to them loud and clear. Wide wings spread, the Gore Magala and his human friend twirled masterfully in the sky, his joyous scream emanating across the sky.

Down below, the Najarala resurfaced on the edge of the forest, furious at having been cheated at its prize. Flat, pointed scales were flung from its tail to try and hit the circling Gore Magala, but he dodged every one of them and kept coming. The Najarala opened its beak, about to give it another sample of its sonic blast, but Sightless shot past before it could. The wind thrown up from his passing disrupted the snake wyvern's balance, and, not willing to give up, it spun around to attack its airborne enemy again.

All of a sudden, the black cloud floating in the air above the battlefield started to break up. Sunlight shone through the gaps and brought light to the forest. The Najarala flinched and howled as the light stung its sensitive eyes, and it tunneled into the ground to make its escape.

"The sunlight!" Hiccup could hear Astrid shouting. "That's its weakness!"

Everything became clear to him right about then. Of course, it made sense that a monster that traveled underground wouldn't like the sun, since its eyes were probably quite weak. There wasn't any monster that was invincible – Hel, even the almighty Fatalis had a weakness.

_So the Najarala's vulnerability is light,_ thought Hiccup. _Alright, let's see if we can keep him above ground._

"Let's go, bud!" he shouted, and Sightless veered off in pursuit of his fleeing foe.

From high up in the air, the pair could see Najarala burrows scattered all over the forest, wide enough around to serve as prime targets. They dove straight for one of the holes, and Sightless fired a blast of virus directly inside. Skimming the tops of the trees, he did the same thing with four more holes. Pillars of black fog exploded up from the holes whenever he shot his dark fire into them.

On the fifth hole, the Najarala emerged, shrouded in virus. It probably exposed itself in order to get fresh air, because it didn't want to contract the eel pox floating around in its tunnels. Instantly, Hiccup spotted it, and steered Sightless toward it to finish the battle.

The Najarala lunged at them the moment they got in range, moving like it had been hurled from a sling. However, Sightless was too agile for it, and dodged its beak and fangs. Hiccup clicked the stirrup for a final time, and, framed by the sunlight that was now pouring down from the gaps in the clouds, Sightless charged.

Blinded, the snake wyvern couldn't do a thing to defend itself. The force of Sightless tackling it sent it flying. Sightless leapt on top of the Najarala as soon as it had stopped skidding across the ground, preparing to end things once and for all.

"Sightless, stop!" pleaded Hiccup. "We won. You can just let it go."

For a moment, the Gore Magala considered the possibility. When the Najarala let out a soft hiss in protest, he made up his mind. Sightless screamed in his archenemy's face, then tentatively moved away from it.

Immediately, the Najarala slithered off a fair distance before coiling up and raising its head, about to start tunneling. But then, it stopped, turned toward Sightless, and dipped its head in an unmistakable nod. It plowed its beak into the ground and was gone within a second, its tail plates making a final, resonant clang.

A trail of upturned earth making its way deeper into the forest indicated that the snake wyvern wouldn't be coming back.

Hiccup hopped off of Sightless' back and hugged the monster's neck, and Sightless growled happily before lowering his horns. There would be no more need for such aggression, now that the Najarala was taking its leave. And, if they ever met again, Hiccup felt that things wouldn't turn out so violent next time.

The others flew over on their monsters and dismounted. "That. Was. Amazing!" Ruffnut said, emphasis on every word. "I've gotta find Queen an arch-nemesis!"

Queen snorted in approval and tossed her head.

"Aw man," Snotlout whined. "Sightless could have finished it off!"

Hiccup just smiled and replied nonchalantly, "I guess all monster grudges aren't to the death after all."

"Guess I'll have to change that in the book," sighed Fishlegs, sounding like he was looking forward to that very much.

Just then, Batwings hobbled up to join the gang, supported by Mocktalk. He had a big lump on his head, his dirty-blond hair was disheveled, and his movements didn't seem very coordinated.

"Did I miss anything?" he asked.

Everyone laughed.

* * *

><p><strong>Secret Cave<strong>

At the entrance to the secret cave, a massive cavern in the side of Berk that opened up to the sea, a boat was docked. If any Berkian was there to see it, the Tigrex skull positioned on the bow would have given away its owner in a flash.

"Now, where is she?" grunted Alvin the Treacherous, tapping his foot on the beach. "I told 'er ta come meet me 'ere by this time. Figured she woulda been 'ere by –"

The sand in front of him shifted, then the Whispering Death burst out, scattering it everywhere. Annoyed, Alvin wiped the sand away from his eyes with a grunt before turning toward his dragon.

"So, Nightshade," he said, "you finish makin' yer tunnels all throughout Berk?"

Nightshade nodded and hissed.

"Excellent!" the Outcast leader exclaimed with a grin. "All we gotta do now is wait, an' then we can execute our grand plan to destroy Berk!"

* * *

><p><em>When our past rears its ugly head, it usually doesn't have a paralyzing beak and a bad attitude. If it does, you're going to need a great friend who has your back.<em>

_I will always have Sightless' back, and he will always have mine._

* * *

><p><strong>I tried to slip in a little human-versus-dragon action there. This <strong>_**is**_** a Monster Hunter crossover, after all – I have to have people battling giant reptiles at least a few times.**

**Also, Gore Magalas cause the area to become much darker when they get angry. That's an ability I haven't had Sightless demonstrate yet.**

**The next episode will come soon! Please review, readers.**

**Next time: Twin-Sanity**
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_**Chapter 18**_

_**Twin-Sanity Part 1**_

* * *

><p><em>They say that two heads are better than one, which is often true.<em>

_Four heads… yeah, that's a few heads too many._

* * *

><p><strong>Sky over Berk, Late Morning<strong>

Berk hadn't seen the sun for far too long. As Hiccup and Sightless flew through the thick grey clouds, barely able to see where they were going, the leader of the Berk Monster Riders couldn't help but hope that things would change. It was bad enough when clouds obscured the sky, but when they completely destroyed your ability to see? Hiccup couldn't even see his hands gripping the saddle in front of him.

The constant cloud cover was starting to become a little depressing. And Hiccup wasn't the only one that felt disconcerted.

"How are we supposed to see in this stuff?" whined Ruffnut from somewhere off to Hiccup's left.

"You're not," he replied. "That's the whole point of this lesson."

Then he heard Tuffnut speak up. "Oh. Yeah, I still don't get it."

Hiccup sighed and facepalmed to himself. He had set up this training exercise in hopes that it would be an interesting and challenging activity for the Monster Riders. Well, Astrid and Snotlout were loving it (one of the very few things they'd ever agreed on), and he thought it wasn't so bad, but apparently the twins hadn't gotten the message. Again.

"Any questions, then?" came Batwings' sarcastic voice, from directly behind Hiccup.

"Yeah," replied Tuff. "First question. What's all this grey stuff in my eyes?"

"It's the clouds," Snaketail snapped, coming from somewhere down below. "Let me guess, your next question is 'What are clouds?'"

There was silence for a second. "Uh… no, that wasn't it," the Thorston boy answered. "It was, uh… why are we flying in it?"

Sighing, Hiccup explained the lesson for what felt like the hundredth time. "When you two can't see, you have to trust King and Queen to see for you. You're supposed to rely on the bond you have with your elder dragons."

Tuff's loud, frustrated groan could be heard. "Why must he always speak in riddles?" he asked, voice rising with every word.

"I say we trust _us_," Ruff suggested.

"Yeah, I'm with you, sister," agreed Tuff. "King, down!"

"Queen, up!" his twin added.

Unfortunately, neither of them realized that, while they had started out flying side-by-side, Ruffnut and her Lunastra were now flying directly below Tuffnut and his Teostra. Sometime during their flight through the clouds, they had unknowingly ended up with one flying above the other. When they followed their riders' orders, the two elder dragons smashed into each other and lost their balance, spiraling downwards on a collision course with the ground far below them.

Fishlegs had ended up losing his way as well. Being the smart person that he was, he had decided to fly below the clouds instead of through them, unwilling to fly blindly in what might be a different direction than his friends. All he had to do was listen for his friends' voices, and he could follow them from there.

"Heatray, we _are_ going in the right direction!" he exclaimed all of a sudden. "Listen, girl, I can hear them now!"

What he was hearing were Ruff and Tuff's screams as they and their monsters plummeted out of the clouds. They broke through the heavy cloud cover and fell directly towards Fishlegs, who couldn't do anything except brace for impact. The Lunastra and Teostra crashed into him and Heatray, sending them all flying in different directions. While the monsters ended up just fine, being able to untangle themselves and fly normally again after the impact, their riders weren't so lucky. Ruff, Tuff, and Legs kept falling, landing in a tall, skeletal tree with branches thick enough to break their fall.

They weren't thick enough to sustain them, though. Almost as soon as their hearts stopped racing, the branch supporting the Thorston twins started to break.

"King, get me down!" called Tuffnut, at the same time Ruffnut yelled, "Queen, go for help!"

Disoriented from their crash, King and Queen flapped off to carry out their orders, then flew into each other hard enough to send them both into a thick cloud. Almost instantly, they disappeared. Meanwhile, the branch that Ruff and Tuff sat on shifted another inch.

Fishlegs saw that the twins' situation was growing desperate and looked up at Heatray, who had regained her balance, then let out a sharp, carrying whistle. Heatray glanced down at him expectantly, and he replied by giving her an odd sort of gesture – he pointed at the twins, then straight up, then made a circular motion with his finger. Almost as if it had been some sort of signal, the Gravios flew down as fast as her bulk would allow and caught the Thorstons on her back just as their branch snapped in two.

"It worked!" Fishlegs squealed. "I can't believe it actually worked!"

Then his branch began to break as well. Luckily for him, there was one pair of eyes high above managed to see through the clouds and witness his dilemma. Mocktalk came diving down from out of the grey curtain and snatched up Fishlegs in his claws.

Casually, Batwings leaned over the edge of his saddle so he could better speak to his passenger. "What was that hand thing you were doing?" he asked. "I've never seen anything like it."

"Of course you haven't," the Ingerman boy replied proudly. "If you must know, Snaketail and I have been crafting some rudimentary hand signals for Heatray and Twinhorn just in case we're ever separated."

"And it looks like they've been well received!" shouted Snaketail from afar.

Batwings and Fishlegs turned around (well, Fishlegs didn't, but he tried) and saw the rest of the Monster Riders descending from the clouds to catch up with them.

"Hand signals, that's incredible!" Hiccup praised. He didn't mind admitting that he was thoroughly impressed with his friends' ingenuity, although he did wonder why he hadn't thought of that sort of thing before.

"Yeah, I know!" agreed Snaketail. "Why don't we make that the subject of our next monster training lesson?"

From Heatray's back came a dazed, disinterested, and familiar voice. "Third question. What are hand signals?"

* * *

><p><strong>Berk Monster Academy, Morning<strong>

It was the day after the flight through the clouds, and everyone was very pleased to see that the thick blanket that had covered the sky for days on end had finally lifted. This morning, the sky was as blue as could be.

Hiccup had gathered the rest of the Monster Riders at the academy on Snaketail's suggestion. Because it was such a beautiful day, those riders that had baby monsters to take care of had brought the little creatures along to train with. Hiccup informed the gang that they would be practicing the hand signals that the Grundenson girl and her accomplice, Fishlegs, had come up with. After Snaketail and Fishlegs had some time to explain, the rest of the Monster Riders grew very excited about today's training session. Even Snotlout felt obligated to praise the two for coming up with such a cool idea.

Once Tail and Legs had finished explaining the basics, everyone adjourned to a separate part of the academy and practiced with their monsters. Unlike most of their training sessions – especially those involving the infants, which typically went awry immediately – it started to go well right from the start.

"Sightless," Hiccup commanded, "virus blast!" He held up a hand, then pointed a finger downwards. Sightless shot a blast of his black fire at the nearest wall, which exploded into dark fog that dispersed almost immediately.

"Good job, bud!" the Chief-to-be said. "Now, smile." He then traced a finger across his face in an upwards U-shape. It took Sightless a couple of tries, but he was soon giving his rider a toothy grin.

Near them, Astrid was practicing with Blackhawk. "Blackhawk, spine shot!" the Hofferson girl ordered, holding her hands out at arm's length.

The Yian Garuga snapped her tail upwards in a scorpion-like motion, sending several poisonous spines flying. The projectiles embedded themselves in a perfectly straight line beside Astrid, although it came a little closer than she was comfortable with. On the sidelines, Blackhawk's three chicks mimicked their mother's action with their own spineless tails. Blackhawk, seeing that they looked disappointed with the lack of results, cooed her encouragement.

"Better than last time, at least," Astrid commented, and pulled a spine out from the tip of her boot. "And you three kids will get it eventually, I know it."

Arachne, Venomwing, and their two baby Remobra were training in an area near the bird wyverns. The little Philston girl enthusiastically commanded Venomwing to spit poison, holding her hands in front of her mouth and splaying her fingers out. The resulting glob of purple venom flew past and slimed the top of her helmet. The Remobra infants, Terror and Biter, spat out little droplets of poison as well, very pleased with themselves.

Then, everyone stopped what they were doing and turned in the direction of Snotlout's corner. The pig-headed Jorgenson's voice, deepened in order to sound tougher, carried across the entire arena when he commanded, "Snotsnarl, annihilate!"

The result was a deafening Tigrex roar that distorted the air around him and knocked Snotlout into a nearby wooden board. It was a very effective attack, the others had to admit, since there was now a Snotlout-shaped hole in the board and an unconscious Viking wannabe stuck to the wall behind it.

"Bulls-eye," Batwings said to Snotsnarl, who growled with pleasure at the compliment. The Siren then went back to his Qurupeco and tried, "Mocktalk, dance!"

Replying to Batwings' hand signal, which was a vertical twirl of his index finger, Mocktalk warbled affirmatively and did a little jig on the spot, waving his heart-shaped tail about before spinning around and flaring out his wings and tail dramatically. Amused by the show, the Peco triplets copied their dad perfectly with enthusiastic squeaks. Batwings was doubled over laughing at the whole thing.

Meanwhile, Fishlegs and Snaketail were training together, working on new and more complex hand signals with their monsters. Only Snaketail seemed to be having much success, since when her partner commanded Heatray to 'hug', he ended up with a several-hundred pound flying wyvern and several baby Diabloses on top of him.

"Let's try something that's actually effective," she smirked to her full-grown Diablos. "Twinhorn, tail combo!" She gave a hand signal by snapping her fingers and then sharply swinging her arm down in a chopping motion.

Twinhorn grunted and performed several moves with her tail. She smashed it into the ground, then dragged it across the ground in a circle. When she had picked up some speed, she whipped her tail behind her.

"Tail combo?" inquired Hiccup, strolling over while Sightless tailed him.

"It's a tail attack combined with a tail swing," she explained in a self-satisfied way. "I've got signals for those, too. Tomorrow, we're going to work on a tail combo combined with a horn attack."

"That could be really useful," Hiccup admitted.

"Close combat is our thing," the girl said with a smirk.

Everyone paused for a break in their training, but Ruff and Tuff hadn't tried any hand signals yet. Hiccup supposed they had probably been fighting or trying to break things again. "Ruffnut, Tuffnut, your turn!"

Both of them nodded at him and turned to face their monsters. King and Queen watched them expectantly, waiting to see what they would do.

"Come!" said Tuff, gesturing to himself.

"Go!" Ruff ordered at the same time.

Queen turned around at the same time King strode forward, and whacked him with her tail. The Teostra snarled at her, to which she replied by whirling around and growling right back.

"Sky!" Ruff requested, pointing up.

"Ground!" Tuff commanded, and pointed downward.

This time, when Queen lifted into the air, her wing hit King in the back of the head, sending his muzzle into the pavement. His own wings flared out to try and stop his fall, one of which ended up tangling with Queen's wing, and she fell on top of him. The lion-like elder dragons disentangled themselves and screeched furiously at each other, beside themselves with rage.

"Ha, I win!" crowed Tuffnut.

"What do you think you're doing to my monster?" Ruffnut demanded.

"_Your_ monster?" her brother scoffed. "What about mine? You've been breathing in Queen's dust again."

"How about you _stop_ breathing?" the female Thorston growled threateningly.

Swiftly, Hiccup stepped in between them and protested, "Guys, King and Queen need to work together, not against each other. Use one signal at a time!"

"Good idea," agreed Ruff. She thrust her fist in her twin's direction and commanded, "Queen, attack Tuffnut!"

Immediately, the Lunastra lunged and struck Tuff with a headbutt, sending him flying into Snotlout, who had just started to wake up.

"Uh, I don't think that's what Hiccup meant…" Arachne said timidly.

Ignoring her, Tuff sat up and snapped his fingers shut like a lobster claw. "King, _eat_ Ruffnut!"

The Teostra's jaws swooped down and clamped themselves over Ruff's head and chest. Her disgusted comment was thankfully muffled.

"_Come on_, guys!" groaned Hiccup. Thankfully, Tuff relented and told King to put his sister down.

"I can't work like this," Ruffnut muttered once the elder dragon had released her.

"That's totally unprofessional," Tuffnut grunted.

Her response was to flick monster saliva at him. "I'm taking my monster and going home."

"Hey!" the male Thorston shouted. "If you feed her all of King's fish, I'll…" He suddenly faltered.

"You'll what?" Ruff challenged him.

There was a long pause in which Tuff did nothing but glare into his sister's eyes. He glanced away uncertainly, then finally blurted, "I'll tell you tomorrow!"

Both of them ran toward King and Queen and started leading them out of the arena, but each elder dragon didn't seem to want to leave the other's side. They might have been fighting a few seconds ago, but that didn't mean they didn't like each other. And at that moment, they were feeling very conflicted – stick with their sibling, or go with their separate riders?

"Leave the monsters out of this!" Arachne yelled at the older kids. "Can't you get over this?"

"Oh, it's over," Ruffnut seethed, and abandoned Queen in favor of leaving the academy.

"Yeah," agreed Tuffnut. "It's so over, it's under!"

When the twins had gone, they left behind an unquestionably disturbed silence. None of the riders could think of anything to say to what they had just witnessed. The monsters stayed quiet, just as worried as their human friends. Even the baby monsters didn't make a peep.

King and Queen gazed after their departed riders, then at each other. They didn't know what to do, and didn't like it one bit.

"What was all that about?" Astrid asked at last, sounding dubious.

"I wouldn't worry about it," Hiccup assured her. "They'll be back."

But, personally, he wasn't so certain at all.

* * *

><p><strong>Hiccup's House<strong>

Hiccup left King and Queen to settle down in the academy, feeling that it was best they stayed out of the Thorston twins' fight for now. After the other teens left, he took some time to clean up the mess that had been left behind from their training session. At last, when he was finished, he said goodbye to King and Queen, then locked the gate and headed for his house.

He and Sightless, who was tailing him as usual, reached his front doorstep and walked through the door to find Gobber trying to fasten a fancy-looking belt around Stoick's waist. It was no easy task – his father wasn't called Stoick _the Vast_ for nothing. Batwings was at the table, idly tapping his claws against the wood.

"Suck in yer gut, Stoick!" Gobber grunted, pulling harder on the belt.

"It's sucked, Gobber!" the Chief wheezed in reply. "It doesn't suck any more than this!"

A chuckle came from Batwings' corner of the room. "Yeah, that does suck."

It was only now that Hiccup remembered the belt that Gobber was struggling with. Every year, a few days after the Thorfest games, his dad would put on that belt and head off to the docks to meet with some very special guests from across the archipelago. Those guests would stay for about a day before sailing back home, usually satisfied with the events of that day and looking forward to another year of peace with the Berkians.

"Ah, the Ceremonial Belt," the boy commented. "That time of year again, huh?"

Stoick managed to get enough air to reply, "Yep, tonight's the annual treaty-signing with the Berserker tribe."

For perhaps half a moment, Batwings stopped tapping on the table, and then resumed his rhythm.

"They've really gotta change tha' name," snorted Gobber. "When yer Chief's called 'Oswald the _Agreeable_' and ya haven't been ta war in _fifty years_?"

Hiccup's eye twitched and his heart skipped a beat when he remembered something else. "Oh, please tell me Oswald's not bringing that lunatic kid of his…"

"Dagur?" the blacksmith confirmed. "Ah, he'll be here."

There was a lout *rrrrrip!* that came from the table, where Batwings' claws had dug long grooves into it. Hiccup and Stoick glanced over at him, met his gaze, and went back to what they were talking about.

"Let me guess," Hiccup said. "I'm supposed to keep him from breaking stuff."

But Stoick had something different in mind. "Actually, I have a more important job for you. I need you to hide all the monsters."

The junior Haddock's face was the definition of surprised. Incredulous, he asked, "From Oswald the Agreeable?"

Nodding, his father replied, "Just because we haven't had war for fifty years doesn't mean they still can't go… well, berserk. The monsters could be seen as a sign of aggression. Better blissful than bloody, I always say." He chuckled, as if there was something funny about that.

Gobber piled on, "And the last thing we want is another Berserker skirmish. They tend ta play fer keeps."

Batwings suddenly spoke up, the tone of his voice unreadable. "What about the dragons? Should we hide them, too?"

"Actually, I was getting to that," Stoick said, much to Hiccup's surprise. "The dragons are fine where they are – they've always been a part of Berk, however unwanted they might have been in the past. You, my fine fellow, are going to be coming along to meet the Berserkers as their representative."

Hiccup and Batwings shared an incredulous glance. Out of all of the Monster Riders, the elder Haddock had always given the Siren special treatment – letting him stay in his house, for starters. And Hiccup had noticed that his father had recently been looking for someone who would speak for the monsters and dragons of Berk when he met with other tribes. Was this what he had planned for Batwings?

"Just hide the monsters, son," Stoick said, patting his shoulder.

Now, Hiccup didn't really understand what the big deal was, but he knew that Stoick knew best when it came to politics, and felt it wise to do what he was asked. Especially when it concerned the monsters.

"Sorry, Sightless," he murmured. "We'll have spend the day apart tomorrow." He patted Sightless' head apologetically, then went over to Batwings and asked, "Hey, could you do me a favor and spread the word to the other dragons? We might need extra help to help keep the monsters hidden."

Batwings didn't reply. He was staring off into the distance, his expression neutral and looking like it had been carved into stone. His hand was placed on his neck, touching the old scar that Hiccup had never had the nerve to ask about. When Mocktalk squawked his name, though, he snapped out of his trance.

"You alright there?" asked Hiccup.

"Never been better," the Siren replied, distractedly. "Right. Tell the dragons. On it. Let's go."

* * *

><p><strong>Berk Woods, Early Afternoon<strong>

It took a lot of work to round up the Monster Riders and enough dragon back-up, but they were finally on their way to herding every last monster on Berk to a neighboring island. The monsters made up an absolutely massive group – not as big as the horde they had seen before Snoggletog, but still huge – that encompassed the land and the sky. There were a few communication problems when it came time to inform the monsters of the big move, but in a surprisingly short amount of time, the Berk monster population was ready to relocate until further notice.

"Sightless, virus blast," Hiccup said, pointing at an errant Yian Kut Ku that was straying from the main flock. The Gore Magala obediently fired a projectile that zoomed over the bird wyvern's head, causing it to squawk and flew off to rejoin the other monsters.

"Come on, back in line!" Snotlout shouted, chasing a distracted Espinas back to the group. "Everybody in line, in line! Hey Hiccup, is Dagur coming?" the Jorgenson boy added to his cousin. "That guy's _so_ cool!"

"Cool?" replied Hiccup, skeptically. "Please! Last time he was here, he used me as a Dual Blade-throwing target!"

Astrid flew up in between the two boys and spoke in a voice riddled with disgust. "Of course he thinks Dagur's cool! He's like two Snotlouts in one, inflated head and all!"

"That idiot should be locked up in a cage!" yelled Snaketail, cruising up on Twinhorn to join the conversation. "And I should know! That's what he did to me when he came to my old island! He wouldn't let me eat for three days!"

Hiccup shuddered. Snotlout had tried that with her shortly after she arrived on Berk, thinking she'd be a new punching bag for when he got bored of his scrawny cousin. That turned out to be a bad idea – by the time Stoick found out, Snaketail had been reduced to little more than a wild animal. Snotlout still had the bite marks on his leg to prove it.

"Dagur was hard on me, too!" exclaimed Fishlegs.

"Didn't he force-feed you rotten cod heads?" Lout jeered, laughing. "Oh Thor, that was an incident for the record books!"

"Keep laughing, and we'll pick up where we left off from our last 'incident'," Snaketail threatened.

Her words did the trick. "Thanks," muttered Snotlout. "I had almost erased that from my memory."

"Look out!" Arachne called from where she was directing another part of the flock. "Incoming Zippleback!"

She had barely finished her warning before a bright green Hideous Zippleback dragon flew wildly into their midst. Several of the Monster Riders steered their monsters away from the errant Zippleback, which kept moving as if they weren't even there, its two heads fighting amongst themselves over which direction to fly in.

"Where's Ruffnut and Tuffnut?" Hiccup called, thinking that he could really use their help to calm the two-headed dragon. However, he only got a series of shrugs as a reply.

"Could someone go get that dragon?" yelled Arachne from the distance. "I'm a bit busy here!"

"I'm on it," Batwings informed the others, and steered Mocktalk after the Zippleback.

Hiccup decided to follow him, and took Fishlegs with him while the rest of the gang supervised the monster population. They caught up to Batwings just as he jumped off of Mocktalk and landed on the Hideous Zippleback's left neck. He almost fell off, but he grabbed the neck tightly and furiously fluttered his wings to steady himself.

"You need two riders, Batwings!" Hiccup called down. "Fishlegs, help him out."

The husky Ingerman boy replied with a hint of caution, "I'm not sure this is the best idea!"

However, he relented anyway. Hesitating at first, Fishlegs leapt off of Heatray's back and ended up on the Zippleback's right neck. The sudden (and considerable) weight was enough to surprise the right head into spewing its nauseating green gas, which was blown by the wind into Fishlegs' face.

"I don't feel too good…" he moaned.

"It's the gas," replied Hiccup. "Try not to breathe any in."

Fishlegs said queasily, "Yeah, that ship has sailed."

Batwings suddenly got a face-ful of gas and almost slipped off of the other neck. He let out a growl, probably trying to talk to the Zippleback, but the head in front of him didn't respond.

"I'm not getting anything from it!" the Siren shouted to Hiccup, who had distanced himself from the cloud of gas that was now trailing behind their reluctant mount. "How do you control this thing?"

"Whatever you do," Hiccup warned, "don't spar–"

In an attempt to properly position himself atop the Zippleback's neck, Batwings grabbed onto the long horns sticking out from the back of its head. He accidentally tugged on them, and the Zippleback reflexively spat out a spark that ignited the other head's gas. There was an incredibly loud explosion of flames that flung Batwings and Fishlegs right off of the Zippleback, but they were quickly grabbed in Mocktalk's talons.

"Mocktalk, Mocktalk, oi oi oi!" the bird wyvern warbled, pleased with himself.

"Now I feel worse," Fishlegs complained, letting himself hang limply from Mocktalk's claws.

"Then if I were you," Batwings advised him, his voice bitter, "I would _not_ think about those cod heads _sliding_ down your throat."

From above, Hiccup looked away and grimaced when he heard Fishlegs promptly throw up. He followed the wild Zippleback with his eyes as it flew away into the yonder. Wherever it was going, it was heading back toward Berk, and that could be a problem if it interfered with Stoick's meeting with Oswald the Agreeable. Dragons might not be as hated as monsters, but they were still a bit of a nuisance to non-Berkian Vikings.

Hiccup shook his head and told himself to focus on the task at him. He steered Sightless into a U-turn and went back to finish leading the monsters to their assigned hiding spot. Mocktalk followed, still keeping a firm hold on his passengers.

"What do you think happened to the twins and their monsters?" Astrid asked, when she saw the Haddock boy come up beside her. "I haven't seen them since their big fight in the academy."

"I don't know," he answered, worriedly. "But we're going to have to find them and get Queen and King off of Berk before the Berserkers –"

Suddenly, the low drone of a horn rang out from the far distance.

"…are here," Astrid finished for him.

No one saw Batwings' eyes harden. "Great," he muttered. "Just _great_."

* * *

><p><strong>Docks<strong>

There was no time for Hiccup to join the search for the twins – or their monsters. Once the Monster Riders had left the monsters on the island that they'd be living on for the rest of the day, they took a Lagiacrus back to Berk and split up in search of Ruff and Tuff. Hiccup, though, went to find his dad, and found him in the harbor, waiting to welcome Oswald.

Normally, Hiccup would be happy to see the Berserker Chief. _Everybody_ liked Oswald the Agreeable – even cranky old Mildew. But if his demented son was coming, and if he happened to find a Lunastra and Teostra during his stay and jump to the wrong conclusion… well, let's just say that Hiccup would be more than willing to see the back end of his boat when he and the Berserkers left Berk for another year.

"Uh, Dad?" Hiccup asked Stoick. "There's, uh, a slight –"

"Not now, son," he interrupted. "Oswald's here."

"Early," commented Gobber, at Stoick's side as usual. "We weren't expectin' 'em 'til later tonight."

Nervously, Hiccup eyed the twenty-odd Berserker warships that were anchored a few hundred yards out to sea. The biggest and most impressive of the ships, though – a humongous vessel with a Skrill painted on its sail – was advancing steadily toward the dock on which the Hooligan representatives waited. Besides Stoick, Gobber, and Hiccup, there were Thornado, Spitelout, Torch, and Batwings.

It was the latter's first mission as Stoick's 'right hand dragon', as the Chief put it, and Hiccup noticed he looked a bit nervous. But there was something else, something about how he was staring at that one boat…

At last, it pulled up to the dock and dropped its anchor. A gangplank was lowered, and the Berserkers' herald – the same one that had accompanied Oswald on his last visit – walked down the plank to meet the welcoming committee.

"Presenting the almighty high Chief of the Berserkers!" announced the herald in his clear, carrying voice. "Cracker of skulls! Slayer of monsters! The great, the fearsome –"

"Oswald the Agreeable?" hazarded Gobber, eyebrow raised.

The herald glared at him, then finished, "Dagur the Deranged!"

That was when a sinking feeling took hold of Hiccup's heart and dragged it down to somewhere near his toes. The tall, lanky, and unpleasantly familiar figure of none other than Dagur hopped off the boat and made his way down to greet them. His helmet had two long, slightly bent horns rising up from it, and his armor had a clip securing a Switch Axe made of red-and-black Stygian Zinogre scales.

An equally familiar Hobblegrunt stalked after him, its head poking forward with each step like a giant ostrich. It had a strangely disturbing expression on its face, a kind of satisfied grin that displayed its upward-pointing teeth. Hiccup recalled that its name was Newtsbreath, and it had been Oswald's favorite dragon. He felt sick when he saw the collar and leash that Dagur led it by.

"Dagur?" Stoick repeated, shocked.

"Deranged?" Batwings snorted.

"Oh no," Hiccup muttered.

There was a whizzing noise and a flash of steel, and the Haddock boy ducked. Dagur had whipped a knife out of nowhere and tossed it at him, which, in the past, would have probably been too fast for him to get away unscathed. But Hiccup's reflexes had improved considerably, thanks to months of riding Sightless and leading the Berk Monster Academy.

Dagur didn't know that, though, and sniffed with disappointment when his favorite target dodged the projectile.

"Where's your father, Dagur?" asked Stoick, cutting right to the chase.

The teenager stared down his nose at him (even though it should have been hard to do to someone who was over a foot taller than you) and responded, "My father's been… _retired_. He, ah, lost his taste for blood. I, on the other hand, am staaaaarving~."

He said the last part in a sing-song voice that sent chills down the spines of everyone present. Batwings scowled deeply.

"So," Dagur said, clapping his hands together and thankfully changing the subject. "Where are you hiding them, Stoick?"

Spitelout answered, face twisted into one of confusion. "Hiding? What is there to hide?"

"Oh, we both know what's going on, my stupid friend," chuckled Dagur, patting the man on the shoulder. "I hear on excellent authority that you, the Hooligan tribe, are massing an army of monsters."

He chuckled as if that were the funniest thing in the world. The Hobblegrunt shifted its color to an amused vermillion and let out a series of low, chuckling warbles as well.

Laughing alongside the Berserker Chief, Stoick replied, "Excellent authority. And who might that be? Probably not the Meatheads – we've never been too close to them, as you might know."

Now it was the Berkians' turn to chuckle. The Meatheads were the Berserkers' longtime (and only) allies, and they hadn't had contact with Berk in many years.

Dagur suddenly looked nervous and drew a leg behind his other. "Never mind," he said, swiftly avoiding Stoick's question. "All I have to say is that if I find it to be true, then my armada will rise up and crush you with the might of a thousand brave Berserker soldiers!"

"Stand down, Dagur," Batwings growled. "There won't be any need for your armada. As representative of Berk's dragons, I've made it my responsibility to –"

"_Old friend_!" exclaimed Dagur, cutting off what would have been an elegant and well-crafted lie. Overjoyed, the wiry stick of a teenager threw his arms around the Siren's neck in a playful headlock. "Why, it's been years since I visited your island! I thought you were _dead_!"

Batwings pushed himself away. "Yes, and thought the same of you. I can see I got my hopes too high."

Hiccup gasped on the sidelines. _Batwings and Dagur know each other? _he thought. _That explains why he seemed so distracted ever since we learned the Berserkers were coming today. I wonder what kind of history they have?_

Torch came to Batwings' defense, lightly nudging Dagur away from his friend with his snout. Then he turned to Newtsbreath, and the two dragons sniffed each other curiously before exchanging a greeting. The Hobblegrunt then did the same with Batwings – and thankfully, Hiccup saw his hostility vanish when he regarded the exotic dragon.

_So he only has something against Dagur,_ he realized. _Interesting._

"Batwings is right!" Gobber proclaimed cheerfully. "He's done an excellent job organizin' the dragons. Yeh'll find yer visit ta be completely monster free! Now, let's get ta the treaty, shall we?"

"Yes, let's!" agreed Dagur, happily. "According to the treaty, my visit starts with a tour of Berk – the armory, the feast in the Meade Hall, the hunting arena… you _do_ still hunt monsters, right?" he added innocently.

Now it was Stoick that ignored the question. "Your father never found the tour necessary," he said dangerously.

"If you hadn't noticed," Dagur replied evenly, "I'm not my father."

Something in his tone, an unspoken insult or implication perhaps, sparked anger in the Chief. When Dagur turned around to gaze at what he could see of Berk, Stoick raised a fist as if about to strike him down. Batwings, however, grabbed his arm firmly and stopped him – the humanoid dragon's claws were painful enough to make up for his lack of Viking-like strength.

"I know exactly how you feel," he whispered, "but please, not in front of the armada."

Hesitating at first, Stoick at last lowered his arm. "Thank you, Batwings," he whispered back. "I can see I made the right choice in making you my dragon ambassador."

The tension was so high that, when Dagur left momentarily to gather some of his soldiers, no one noticed Hiccup bolt for the village.

* * *

><p>Hiccup made his escape so fast, a wittier Viking would have remarked that he was like a Grapple Grounder being chased by an eel. He was looking for <em>anyone<em> that he could turn to for help.

"Oh, this is bad, this is bad, this is _really freakin' bad_…" he kept saying to himself as he raced through the plaza.

The Haddock turned into an alleyway between two houses and, in his haste, he slammed right into Astrid coming the other way. They both screamed in surprise and toppled to the ground, Astrid ending up crushed (well, maybe not crushed) beneath Hiccup. When they had both shaken their heads to clear away the pain, it was only then that they realized their noses were touching.

"Come here often, big guy?" Astrid asked teasingly.

Blushing furiously, Hiccup pushed himself up off of her and graciously helped her to her feet. For a few moments, they stood there looking at their feet and rubbing their arms awkwardly.

"Hiccup, we have a problem," said Astrid, all of a sudden.

"You're telling me!" he blurted, impulsively running his hands through his hair. "Dagur's the new Berserker Chief?"

"WHAT?!" the blonde nearly shrieked.

"Yeah!" Hiccup agreed, understanding her reaction. "His father 'retired'! And that's not the worst bit – he thinks we're amassing an army of monsters?"

Regaining control of her cool, Astrid folded her arms and scoffed at that idea. Then, she pointed downwards and told him, "And that brings us to our next problem."

Hiccup followed her finger and found his own feet planted in a pair of footprints. They were easily recognizable as belonging to a large, mammalian carnivore, and he could only think of two monsters that fit the bill.

"King? Queen? Here?" he asked disbelievingly.

The answer he got was a distant growl. By reflex, Hiccup and Astrid turned around and saw none other than the Thorstons' elder dragons themselves snacking on an unattended basket of fish at the edge of the plaza. To make matters worse, the sounds of talking could be heard – the Berserkers were heading up the path, and if they made it into the plaza, they'd immediately catch sight of Queen and King!

Making haste, Hiccup and Astrid rushed out of their alley and snatched the fish basket. They lured the hungry Lunastra and Teostra away from the plaza and safely out of sight just as Stoick and the others led Dagur and his men to the food stores.

"And here we are, at the food storage," announced Gobber. "It's where we… well, you know…"

"Ooh, ooh, let me guess!" Dagur said with mock enthusiasm, then dropped the act. "It's where you store food. Booooooring! I want to see the monster killing things!"

"Right this way," grumbled Stoick.

Newtsbreath twisted his long neck around to look back at Batwings, Torch, and Thornado, and rolled his eyes as if saying, _Trust me, it gets worse._

As the party left the food stores, none of them noticed a Teostra and Lunastra gallop across the plaza and to another part of the village, a pair of Monster Riders in desperate pursuit.

Back in the alleyway, a small figure hidden on the roof swung upside down, using the bend of her legs to cling to the edge. A suspicious frown stretched downward across her face.

"Did Hiccup just say Oswald 'retired'?" Arachne asked herself, narrowing her eyes.

* * *

><p>It was safe to say that no one was having quite as much fun as Dagur was. In the armory, the kid was like a dragon in a field of dragon nip.<p>

"Take that, Barroth!" the Berserker Chief shouted, twirling a Longsword around. "Want some of this, Deviljho? Prepare to meet your end, Rajang!"

Over his demented-sounding cackles, Batwings leaned toward Thornado and muttered, "He really has a handle on that whole 'deranged' thing."

The Thunderdrum snorted with amusement, then stopped laughing when the Longsword hit the wall right over his head.

"Well, I'm about to make him eat this sword," growled Stoick, pulling the weapon out of the wall.

This time, it was Gobber who hastily intervened. "Why don't we get on with signin' tha' treaty now?" he suggested cheerfully.

"You guys sound like my father," snickered Dagur, then adopted a falsely-concerned voice as he mimicked Oswald. "'Sign the treaty, Dagur! Leave that chicken alone, Dagur! Agh, put down that Lance, Dagur!'"

"Your father is a great man," Batwings said sourly, touching his neck for the umpteenth time that day. "We'll not have you disrespect him."

"My father _was _a coward, Flatwings," Dagur corrected, a smug smile on his face. "I intend to restore the Berserkers to their former glory, something that he was… incapable of doing."

Sensing that things were about to get ugly between the mad teenager and insulted Siren, Gobber flung his hook arm around Dagur's soldiers and changed the subject, laying the praise on thick in order to distract him. Charming people wasn't exactly the burly blacksmith's strong suit, but it worked, and Dagur started enthusiastically describing his "deranged plans for the Berserker tribe".

While he talked, a fiercely-scowling Batwings turned the expression on Newtsbreath. "Your new master is something to be ashamed of," he hissed. "That boy and his bloodthirstiness is going to wipe out his entire tribe someday. Why did you stay when Oswald the Agreeable made him Chief?"

The Hobblegrunt met his glare with a look of sadness and let out a low warble.

"Then he's the coward," Batwings decided. "Holding your family hostage like that… and for what, to have a fancy pet on display when he wants to impress someone? Newtsbreath, I promise, if the opportunity ever arises, I'm going to strike Dagur down and free you, as well as anyone else under his oppression."

Newtsbreath did nothing but blink, gratitude welling up in his eyes in the form of tears.

* * *

><p><strong>Village Plaza<strong>

Briefly, Hiccup and Astrid had split up to look for Queen and King, but the elder dragons seemed to have vanished yet again. They met up in front of Gobber's smithy, empty-handed.

"Where did they go?" asked Astrid.

"I have no idea," Hiccup replied, sounding close to a breakdown. "You see if you can't rally the others, and I'll go warn my dad."

Before she could reply, Hiccup took off at a sprint for the armory, where he had seen Stoick and the rest of the party walk off to.

Then, right as he reached the armory doors, a pair of snaky necks stretched down to his eye level, nearly scaring the Thor out of Hiccup. He leapt back in alarm, then relaxed when he saw it was only a Hideous Zippleback, the same dragon that he and the group had encountered earlier that day. It was dangling from the roof of the building by its tails, with an inquisitive look on its… faces.

"You two shouldn't be here," Hiccup warned the dragon. "If Dagur sees you, he'll probably try to make a rug out of your skin."

The Zippleback's two heads exchanged quizzical glances.

"Come on," the Chief-to-be muttered under his breath. "Think like Ruff and Tuff. Ugh, I can't believe I just said that."

He started waving his hands at the Zippleback, repeatedly saying things like "Fly away! Go! Sky!" But all he got out of the dragon was a couple of amused chuckles.

Suddenly, the handle of the armory door started to rattle, and Hiccup could hear Dagur's voice muttering something on the other side. He held his breath, thinking that there was nothing he could do but brace himself for whatever was coming next – and then the Hideous Zippleback was yanked off the roof and out of sight by some invisible force.

The next thing Hiccup knew, he was looking at Dagur's disappointed mug.

"No signs of use, no bloodstains… pity," he said over his shoulder. Then he turned his head, saw Hiccup, and instantly broke into a warm smile. "Ah, Hiccup! It's been a while!"

"Dagur!" the shorter boy exclaimed, feigning joy. "I was just thinking about you, and the time where we went swimming and you tried to drown me…"

"Oh, the fun times we had, huh?" Dagur laughed, brushing past him.

But then, he suddenly stopped and turned back around. "Hang on. Where is it?"

Hiccup gulped and tried, "And… uh, what, what would that be?"

"Your leg," replied Dagur, pointing to the prosthetic that the Haddock boy wore in place of a flesh-and-bone foot.

"Oh, oh that," he said, relieved. "We're Vikings. It's an occupational hazard."

"You don't have to explain," Dagur said conversationally. "I heard all about it! You, the Fatalis, how you killed it all on your own?"

At that point, Batwings, followed by Torch, had strolled out of the armory and seen the two chatting. Always a quick thinker, the Siren let out a loud, exaggerated bark of laughter upon hearing Dagur's last question. "What?! Look at him! How in the name of Odin's beard is that even possible?"

Fooled, Dagur replied excitedly, "I thought so too, Catwings! And then – oh, and you'll never believe this! – I heard about how he trained _monsters_!" Then, he gave into a fit of cackles that went on and on, like training monsters was the most ridiculous idea in the world.

Batwings frowned at the mispronunciation of his name, which deepened when Torch let out a snort of amusement.

"T-Trained monsters?" Hiccup parroted, flustered. "Oh, come on. H-How would you _train_ a _monster_?"

All of a sudden, Dagur grew serious. "I don't know. How would you?"

Hiccup stopped dead. The question was asked with all honesty, as if Dagur really was interested in training a monster. It was possible that he wanted to learn so that he could become an even more imposing and fearsome leader of the Berserkers (a better image with a monster than that goofy-looking Hobblegrunt), but then again, giving Dagur the Deranged more weapons was like giving a Zamtrios sharper teeth. No good would come of it.

But something didn't add up here. He was doing all these things, bringing back all these unnecessary traditions as the new Berserker Chief to try and prove the rumor he had apparently heard, the one about a monster army. He had threatened to crush Berk beneath his heel if it was true! So why did he seem genuinely curious?

Thankfully, Stoick walked out the door alongside Gobber, Spitelout, and the Berserkers. "Alright, who's hungry?" he asked, breaking the tension. "It's time for the feast in the Meade Hall you insisted on, Dagur."

"It's that way," Gobber added helpfully, pointing with his hook. But, while he and Spitelout led Dagur and his soldiers away, Stoick stayed behind with his son.

"What's going on?" he asked.

"I, ah… we've got a bit of a monster problem," Hiccup answered sheepishly. "We really need the twins."

That last sentence was meant for his ears only, but Stoick heard it. "Did you just say what I think you said? Are you feeling alright, son?"

"Yeah, and I'm not kidding," replied Hiccup, reluctantly.

He dashed off without another word to his dad. The first place he ran to was the back of the armory, where the Zippleback had been pulled away to. When he rounded the corner, there were Snotlout and Hookfang lounging around, the Zippleback's tail caught in the Monstrous Nightmare's jaws.

"You're welcome," Snotlout said without looking up. "Now _I _need _your _help."

The narcissistic Jorgenson got up from where he was leaning against Hookfang's neck and walked around to the other side of the dragon, before Hiccup could even ask what he needed. A second later, Snotlout came out from behind Hookfang carrying a small cage, spacious enough for Snaketail to crouch in with her back pressing against the top.

Which she was.

"Don't even ask," the Grundenson girl snarled, her hands bloody from pulling on the bars and her hair tangled wildly. "Just get me out of this prison so I can mount Dagur's head on my wall!"

* * *

><p><strong>I got a Toothless plushie for my birthday. He's sitting beside me right now, watching me write this! (I also got two posters – pterosaurs and the Tree of Life. Awesome!)<strong>

**For some reason, I think a Hobblegrunt would really suit Dagur.**

**And yes, I have a possible new role for Batwings in the future – representing the monsters and dragons in Berk's government. Should I go through with that?**

**Next chapter, coming soon!**
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_**Chapter 18**_

_**Twin-Sanity Part 2**_

* * *

><p><strong>The Thorston Residence<strong>

Neither Hiccup nor Snotlout could find a way to break Snaketail out of the cage that Dagur had thrown her into. Where did the Berserker Chief find enough time alone to do that? Didn't Stoick and Gobber keep permanent tabs on him?

That was why Hiccup, Astrid, and Snaketail were standing in front of the twins' house. Hookfang and the Zippleback had flown away somewhere – hopefully a place where Dagur wouldn't find them. Although Hiccup had sent word to all of the Monster Riders so that they could all meet at Ruff and Tuff's place, no one else had shown up. Arachne had disappeared, Batwings was still with Stoick, and Snotlout was following Dagur like a sheep while Fishlegs was avoiding him like the plague.

"You really think that the twins will be able to get me out of here?" Snaketail asked hostilely.

Privately, Hiccup thought that the sooner she was released, the better it would be for everyone. The girl had quite the temper. "Of course!" he said. "You know how those two are experts when it comes to breaking and entering. In fact, I'm still not sure how they managed to get into Gobber's socks that one time without springing any of his troll traps."

"What Hiccup means is," Astrid summarized, "if there's anyone on this island that can set you free, it's the twins."

"Precisely!" agreed Hiccup. "And that's partly why we're here now."

Gently, they pushed open the door to the Thorstons' residence. When they walked in, they saw a cluttered, yet surprisingly clean, one-room house with a small ladder leading up to the second floor above them, very similar to Hiccup's own home. There was absolutely no evidence that indicated that the infamously-destructive Ruff and Tuff lived there.

The silence was sort of getting to Hiccup. It was likely that Mr. and Mrs. Thorston had left – the house's unusual quietness wasn't the only clue, but there was also the fact that everyone tended to find activities away from Berk to occupy themselves until the Berserkers left town. They were probably on a fishing trip or something. As for the twins…

Hiccup and Astrid both jumped in fright when Tuffnut suddenly swung upside-down from the ceiling and right into their faces. Snaketail's cage clattered to the ground and rolled onto its side, but she managed to get it upright again.

"Whoa, what're you guys doing here?" Tuff asked in his blunt manner, as if there was absolutely nothing unusual about talking to them whilst upside-down. "And why's Snaketail in a cage?"

"Dagur," Astrid and Hiccup both told him.

"Ah, say no more," replied Tuff, wisely.

Putting a hand behind his head sheepishly, Hiccup asked him, "So, uh, can we talk to you for a minute?"

Tuffnut grunted a reluctant answer, then flipped down from his perch and onto his feet. Slightly dizzy from the impressive maneuver, he said dazedly, "Whoa. I really love that part."

"Excuse me," Hiccup began. "Tuff, about King… he and Queen are roaming around Berk right under Dagur's nose. We need you and Ruff to help us get your monsters under control –"

But, he was unable to continue, as Tuff abruptly talked right over him. "Ah ah ah ah ah! No no _noooooo _thank you! I'm officially _out_ of the monster business! And the sister business. And the… monster-_and_-sister business. The mis-sis-bis…" He trailed off, tongue-tied.

"What's going on with you two?" Snaketail jumped in, looking up at the male Thorston from her confines. For once, she looked calm.

"Simple," he responded, then grabbed a spoon from the nearby table and held it up for them to see. "Do you know what this is?"

Wondering if this was a trick question, Hiccup hesitated before answering, "A spoon?"

"No, it's _our_ spoon!" Tuff corrected him. "Just like this is our bowl, our axe, and our well-groomed stuffed yak."

He pointed to each item in turn – a bowl that had been resting next to the spoon, an axe that was hanging on the far wall, and a frozen-in-place full-grown yak in the corner that Hiccup had no idea how he didn't notice it before.

"Everything is _ours_!" concluded Tuff. "I'm sick of 'ours'. Just once, I want something that's _mine_. Now if you'll excuse me, I have to go pack up _my_ half of the yak."

"Where are you going?" asked Astrid.

Tuff turned his back to them, wearing a surprisingly emotional expression on his face. "I don't know… probably to my dark, soggy alone place… not to cry."

Then, he squinted his eyes shut as if trying to hold back tears, and ran out of the house. He was out of the plaza and out of view in mere seconds.

"Dark, soggy alone place?" Astrid repeated, clearly disgusted at the thought.

"Yeah, I really don't want to know," Hiccup replied, shaking his head.

Suddenly, Snaketail growled and rattled the bars of her cage. That was when Hiccup remembered that they hadn't asked Tuffnut to get the Grundenson girl out of her tight predicament.

_The sooner I see the back end of the Berserker tribe, the better it'll be for everyone,_ he muttered inwardly.

* * *

><p><strong>Meade Hall<strong>

The sun was setting when Hiccup ditched Astrid and Snaketail. He tasked them with gathering up the rest of the Monster Riders, and promised that he'd be back to lead them. First, he had to check up on the Meade Hall and see how his father, Gobber, and Batwings were doing.

The scrawny Haddock boy found everyone sitting around the central fire pit in the Meade Hall, the spot normally reserved for tribe meetings and honored guests. Although calling Dagur the Deranged an 'honored' guest was kind of stretching it. In fact, this meeting looked much tenser than those few Hiccup had seen in his life. Batwings, at the far end of the table with the other dragons by his side, was particularly sour.

"Did you take care of that monster problem?" asked Stoick, noticing his son slip into an empty seat beside him.

"We're working on it," responded Hiccup in little more than a whisper.

Just then, Dagur rose up from his seat and grandly held up his mug of mead. He loudly proclaimed, "To death in battle!"

"To yer father!" Gobber replied, mimicking the action.

"To Oswald the Agreeable!" agreed Stoick.

"To peace for another year!" hooted Batwings.

The dragons roared, probably agreeing with all three toasts.

Dagur got the hint. "Fine, fine, alriiiiiiight…" he sighed, and sat back down. "To Oswald! To Oswald! Blah de blah de blah!" He plunged his knife forcefully into his mutton, a look on his face that suggested he had had enough.

"And on _tha'_ cheery note," Gobber said, rising from his seat and holding out a long roll of parchment, "shall we sign the treaty an' send you on yer way?"

To Hiccup's immense relief, Dagur smiled. "Great idea. Let's sign that treaty. Bring us the dragon's blood!"

And the relief was gone.

"Uh, did you say what I thought you said?" asked Batwings. Behind him, Thornado, Newtsbreath, and Torch exchanged nervous warbles.

"Don't be ridiculous," Stoick chuckled, before turning his laugh into a cough. "Your father and I haven't used dragon's blood to sign the treaty in years!"

"Why would that be a problem?" demanded Dagur. Then, he brightened. "Oh, _oh_, I get it. You don't have to worry about _your_ dragons, of course! We could go hunting for one! Come on, it'll be fun!"

Hiccup shot his father a desperate look, which Stoick returned. Neither of them wanted for any dragon on Berk to meet its end at the hands of Dagur – they liked their dragons, wild or not. Granted, at least it wasn't a monster that the Berserker chief wanted, but still…

What could they tell Dagur? Certainly not that they were uncomfortable with killing dragons.

Then, Gobber came to their rescue. "The problem is, we've killed so many monsters lately, that the wild dragons have all been frightened off! Why, there ain't any dragons around fer two hundred miles!"

His hearty laugh was cut off by the Meade Hall doors banging open. When everyone turned their startled faces toward the doors, they saw that same Hideous Zippleback scuttling in, the one that Hiccup and the Monster Riders had encountered earlier that day. Sniffing curiously, both heads eyed the bewildered crowd of Vikings somewhat nervously.

"Except tha' one," Gobber finished, lamely.

The Zippleback let out a screech and hightailed it out of the Great Hall, not bothering to close the doors behind it.

Dagur's face was like a little boy's on Snoggletog. "A Zippleback! It's a sign, a sure sign! A head for each Chief!" He leapt up on top of the table, unsheathed his Switch Axe, and called to his men, "Tonight, we hunt dragons!"

Hiccup couldn't help but meekly watch Dagur and his Berserkers give chase to the Zippleback. Across the table, Batwings looked torn – conflict dominated his expression, as if he was struggling to decide whether to hide under the table or tear Dagur limb from limb.

"You need to find that Zippleback before they do," Stoick told the two Monster Riders, glancing from one to the other.

They didn't need telling twice. Hiccup and Batwings booked it out of the Meade Hall, Torch and Newtsbreath following them. When they got outside, Batwings mounted Torch without hesitation while Hiccup cautiously climbed up onto Newtsbreath's back. The Hobblegrunt didn't seem to mind, and even nodded when the Haddock boy asked if it would be alright to ride him. The dragons climbed high into the air, heading for the rendezvous point that Hiccup had set up with the other riders.

"Come on," he muttered, tightening his arms around Newtsbreath's neck. "We've got twins to find, and a dragon to save from meeting its end at the blade of Dagur's axe."

* * *

><p><strong>Berk Woods, Sunset<strong>

Over the tops of the trees, six large shapes raced by like the wind. Anyone in the forest below who turned their gazes up wouldn't be able to tell what was flying overhead. But with all the monsters taking the day off, it could only be one thing – or, technically, _group_ of things.

Hookfang, Horrorcow, Torch, Stormfly, Rilebolt, and Newtsbreath flew in formation, with their respective riders perched atop their backs. Fishlegs, who didn't have a dragon of his own, was taking over Snaketail's job of flying her Grapple Grounder, while the Grundenson girl herself was still crouched in her cage, strapped securely behind Fishlegs so she wouldn't fall off.

"Hiccup, you heard Tuffnut," called Astrid, somewhere off to Hiccup's right. "He said he went to his 'dark, soggy alone place'! That could be anywhere!"

"Not really!" Snotlout interjected, fastening his hands more tightly around Hookfang's horns. "When you hear the words 'dark, soggy alone place', that can only mean one place!"

The narcissist paused for a moment, drinking in the attention that the gang was giving him. His smile was smug, as if he enjoyed keeping them in suspense.

"Well?" he asked.

Hiccup couldn't keep the anger out of his voice. "Why didn't you say something?"

"Why didn't you ask?" Snotlout retorted.

Arachne gave him a glare. "We've been looking for them for an hour!"

"So?" was the answer she got.

Astrid lost it. "_If you don't tell us where they are so help me I will throw you off of that dragon!_"

"No need to get violent," Snotlout cautioned her, playing it casual. "He's probably at the Lost Cavern. Him and Ruffnut used to play hide-and-go-kill there when they were kids."

Opening her mouth to ask a question, Arachne suddenly reconsidered and closed it again. Apparently, she didn't want to know what 'hide-and-go-kill' was after all.

With that bit of information to go on, Hiccup jumped into action. "We all know where the Lost Cavern is, that empty cavern near Thor's Beach. Astrid and Batwings, you go with Snotlout to the south entrance of the cavern. Fishlegs, Snaketail, Arachne and I will take the north."

In response, Snaketail let out a loud growl. Her limit had apparently come and gone now that she had spent several hours in that cage of hers.

"Let's go, Newtsbreath," Hiccup murmured quietly. The Hobblegrunt let out a chirp and, with his guiding, flew off to the cliff looming in the distance. Rilebolt and Horrorcow followed.

"Follow us!" Batwings called, already steering Torch in another direction.

"Hey!" objected Snotlout. "It's one thing for Hiccup to boss me around…"

Their argument faded into the distance, and Hiccup grinned to himself.

* * *

><p><strong>Lost Cavern<strong>

The north entrance to the Lost Cavern was quite a ways away from the south entrance. Thus, Hiccup and his companions didn't catch any sign of the others when their dragons landed. What they did see was a massive stone cliff rising at least sixty feet above their heads, with a large opening in the rock right in front of them. The opening was big enough for a Tigrex to squeeze through.

Hiccup, Fishlegs, Arachne, and Snaketail had all visited the Lost Cavern before, and knew how easy it was to get lost if you didn't stick to the main path. The entire cliff was riddled with side tunnels and dead ends, but there was a large chamber in the very center, which was most likely where they would find Tuffnut – unless he had purposely, hidden himself in one of the tunnels. In that case, it would be a lot more hassle to find him.

"Did I mention that I'm afraid of the dark?" whimpered Fishlegs.

"Oh, grow up," Arachne muttered. "That's why we have our dragons, remember?"

Obligingly, Rilebolt let an electric current flow through her scales, making them glow a faint blue. She gave Fishlegs a very self-satisfied look.

Picking up a sturdy stick he found lying on the grass, Hiccup held it up to Newtsbreath and asked, "Could you light this, please?"

The Hobblegrunt gladly granted his request, spitting a quick bolt of liquid-like flame, not unlike that of a Monstrous Nightmare, at the end of the stick to turn it into a torch. Nodding at the Berserker dragon, Hiccup turned back around and led the way into the Lost Cavern.

Grumbling to himself, Fishlegs picked up Snaketail's cage and followed behind with Arachne by his side.

"I wonder if the others are hating this as much as I am," the Ingerman muttered.

* * *

><p>Meanwhile, in the southern portion of the Lost Cavern, the second team was entering the tunnel. Armed with their own torches, they progressed in single file, with Batwings at the front, Astrid sticking close behind, and Snotlout bringing up the rear. Their dragons kept close to them in case their riders encountered any kind of danger.<p>

"Hey Astrid," Snotlout began, flirtatiously. "If you get scared and want me to hold your hand, it's okay."

Snorting to herself, the Hofferson girl silently made the decision to shut that arrogant boy up for good (or at least until tomorrow). Putting a false smile on her face, she turned around and replied, "Sure, Snotlout."

Glancing back at Hookfang, Snotlout grabbed the offered hand in his own. He whispered to his dragon, "Hey, it's as soft as I thought it'd be."

That's when he realized he was actually holding onto the tail of a very skeptical Stormfly, who had her brow raised at him. Snotlout yelped and let go of her tail, and the Deadly Nadder warbled with laughter as she followed Astrid deeper into the tunnel.

Hookfang used his muzzle to roughly push Snotlout after them, rumbling in his own amusement. _Nice try_.

* * *

><p>It wasn't long before Hiccup and his company made it through the tunnel. At one point, Fishlegs had nearly gotten lost (Horrorcow wasn't the most attentive dragon ever), but Hiccup and Arachne managed to pull him and Snaketail back on track.<p>

When they emerged from the main tunnel, they found themselves in the Lost Cavern itself, a massive chamber dominated by a gigantic boulder that sat right in the middle of it. The ceiling was twenty feet above Hiccup's head – so far, in fact, that the light from his torch didn't reach it. However, the flickering light did stretch far enough to illuminate half of the cave, turning the boulder bright orange. And sitting in front of it was…

"Tuff, there you are!" exclaimed Hiccup. "And King is with you!"

Indeed, it was Tuffnut who was leaning on the boulder's hard surface, with his Teostra curled up at his feet. King must have come to this place knowing that his human friend would eventually come. Or it might have been out of safety. Maybe King knew the danger that Dagur presented, and had come here to hide.

"Oh, it's you again," the Thorston boy muttered, and stood up from where he had been slumped against the boulder. "How long are you gonna keep following me?"

Hiccup opened his mouth to reply, when suddenly, another voice rang out from another part of the cavern.

"Ruff, there you are!"

"How long are you gonna keep following me?"

Arachne's eyes widened. "Whoa, was that an echo?"

Just then, Snotlout's head poked out from the other side of the boulder. It was followed by Astrid's, Batwings', and finally Ruffnut's, who looked none too pleased to see them. Surprisingly, Queen the Lunastra was with her!

_Well, that's one problem down, _thought Hiccup.

Tuff hit the roof. "What're you doing in _my_ dark, soggy alone place?" he demanded of his sister.

"No way, this is _my_ dark, soggy alone place!" she retorted. "And I'm not sharing it with _you_!"

Their elder dragons shared an uncomfortable glance, and backed away from their respective twins.

Silently, Batwings gestured to something behind him. His Typhoomerang flew up to perch on top of the boulder, and spat a bright stream of fire up at a stalactite hanging from the ceiling. The loud *whoosh* of the flames was enough to quiet the Thorstons, and the long, pointy rock formation that it struck started to glow with heat. Hiccup threw down his torch, no longer needing it.

"Guys, please, listen!" the Chief-to-be shouted, desperately. "We need your help! There's a Hideous Zippleback in real trouble out there!"

Taking a second to consider, Tuff finally crossed his arms and told him, "I'll go. But not with her." He pointed at Ruffnut.

"Yeah," Ruff proclaimed. "I'm not going anywhere with _her_ either!"

"Wait, what?" Tuff stammered.

Before they could start another argument, Batwings butted in. "Enough! You don't understand, you two. You both have to go! Can't you put your sibling rivalry aside for long enough to save a dragon's life?"

The dragons surrounding them all agreed in a series of growls and warbles.

But the twins wouldn't have it. They glanced at each other with what seemed like bewilderment, then scowled at each other and stubbornly turned their backs.

Hiccup sighed. "Look. Ruff, Tuff, like it or not, you're connected to each other. And the two of you are each connected to your monsters, just like with me and Sightless. Without you, King and Queen were running free on Berk under the noses of the Berserkers!"

When the Thorston siblings were definitely paying attention, Astrid continued in Hiccup's place. "We can get you another spoon, another bowl, another stuffed yak – but you know that we can't get you another King and Queen."

Ruff and Tuff considered that.

"What does this have to do with the Zippleback we're after?" Fishlegs asked.

That was a good question. Hiccup was only trying to get the twins to stop fighting, and convincing them to help them round up the errant Zippleback was next on his to-do list. He shook his head at Legs, showing him that he didn't have an answer.

Fortunately, Arachne did. "Imagine that the Zippleback that needs your help was your monsters," she told the twins. "Would you work together to save King and Queen?"

Successfully, the little Philston girl got through to Ruff and Tuff. With that kind of image in their heads – their beloved Teostra and Lunastra being chased by hostile Vikings – they knew how severe the situation was.

"You think they got that?" asked Snotlout.

As one, Ruff and Tuff turned around to face each other again. In an act of cooperation that stunned the Monster Riders, they simultaneously spat in their hands for a messy handshake.

"You got a deal," affirmed Ruffnut.

"You know, I spat a little more in my hand," Tuffnut smirked.

"Yep, they got it!" Batwings answered.

"Okay, let's go, we're out of time," blurted Hiccup, the words coming out in a bit of a rush.

Tuff raised his hand. "Why is this so important anyway?"

Leaning against the wall idly, Snotlout enlightened him. "The Berserkers are hunting down a Zippleback in order to use its blood for ink."

There was a shocked silence. The Thorstons were horrified, and the rest of the Monster Riders were stunned at Lout's insensitivity.

"What?" growled Snaketail, rattling her cage. "Is that _not_ what's happening?!"

* * *

><p><strong>Berk Woods, Nighttime<strong>

The moon and stars were already out by the time the Berk Monster Riders arrived on Berk, riding far larger beasts than before.

Sightless let out a giddy scream as he powered through the wind, happy to be flying with Hiccup once more. Behind him were the other monsters, all of them just as eager. They soared over the woods, which was nearly black in the darkness. Even though it was hard to see, that didn't stop the Monster Riders from scanning the ground in hopes of finding the Hideous Zippleback.

"There they are!" Hiccup suddenly called.

Indeed, there was the lime-green dragon amongst the trees, making its way into a clearing that was painted silver by the moonlight. It seemed to be moving in quite a hurry – and the reason for the Zippleback's urgency was revealed little more than a moment later, when Berserker soldiers burst out of the foliage to ambush it. They tossed bolas and hurled ropes, tangling the two-headed reptile up so thoroughly that there was no way it could move.

"No!" cried Tuffnut, over on King's back as usual. "They're gonna kill Barf and Belch!"

Everyone gave him confused looks, but it was Fishlegs who asked, "Barf… and Belch?"

"They come around our house every so often," Tuff explained.

"Mom and Dad like them," added Ruff. "Barf and Belch are a nice dragon, really."

"And they're gonna kill them!" Tuff repeated, sounding like he was about to panic.

Hiccup swiftly silenced him, then gestured for the Monster Riders to follow him. They ended up landing their monsters in the forest, just far away enough from the clearing so that the Berserkers wouldn't find them, but close enough for them to see what was going on.

"What are we doing?" hissed Arachne. "I thought we were saving them!"

"We can't risk being spotted by the Berserkers," Batwings hissed back, but Hiccup could tell from the way his muscles tensed that the Siren privately agreed with Arachne.

Stoick, Gobber, and Dagur suddenly emerged from the woods, approaching the downed Hideous Zippleback. Dagur shouted with wild excitement, instantly drawing his Switch Axe and sprinting for its still form.

Hiccup couldn't make himself watch what he thought was going to happen next. He closed his eyes… and heard the sound of metal clashing against Stygian Zinogre scales.

Indeed, Stoick had drawn his own Switch Axe and blocked Dagur's swing, preventing him from getting to Barf and Belch. For that, Hiccup felt a swell of relief well up from inside of him and manifest as a breathy sigh.

"How _dare_ you?!" Dagur was shouting.

"How dare _you_?" Stoick retorted evenly. "We're supposed to slay this dragon _together_, and that's what we'll do – in the arena, where killing is traditionally done."

Although Dagur looked at the much older Chief with disgust that was, quite frankly, childish, that expression didn't last very long.

"To the arena!" the boy proclaimed, and led his soldiers off. Two of the men towed the distressed Barf and Belch along behind them, ignoring its pitiful gurgles.

Then, something remarkable happened. Stoick and Gobber turned around for once last glance at the clearing they were leaving behind, and their looks went straight to Hiccup. Their eyes actually met. But before he could give away his concealment, Stoick followed the Berserkers with Gobber close behind him.

When the clearing was at last empty, the riders and their monsters felt no regret in leaving their hiding spot. They stood fully exposed to the moonlight, confident that there were no enemies around to hide themselves from.

"The Chief isn't going to let them kill Barf and Belch, is he?" pleaded Ruffnut.

"He won't have a choice," Hiccup replied sadly. "Not unless we can't figure out a plan…"

"I have a plan!" boasted Snotlout. He puffed out his chest, stuck his finger in a random direction, and shouted, "_Annihilate_!"

Snotsnarl opened his jaws and belted out a roar that knocked Lout's helmet off of his head. The Jorgenson grimaced and gave the Tigrex a pained look, which he met with a satisfied one.

"Or not," Batwings said, dryly.

"Actually, that could work!" exclaimed Hiccup, a plan coming into existence inside his head. He hurriedly relayed it to his friends, and they agreed – it could work.

Before they could mount their monsters, though, there was still one order of business to attend to. Hiccup took Snaketail's cage from Fishlegs' hands (which the Ingerman boy was only too glad to give up), and held it out to Tuffnut. Snaketail snarled at him and bared her teeth, making herself look even more feral than her tangled hair and dirty clothes suggested.

"We're going to need you and Ruff for one last thing," Hiccup told him.

"No problem!" he claimed, and easily undid the lock.

That was when Snaketail pounced on him, and his horrified scream of "Oh, I am hurt! I am _very_ much hurt!" rang out into the otherwise tranquil night.

* * *

><p><strong>Berk Monster Academy<strong>

The mood in the academy was grimmer than it had been since Berk's dragon-killing days.

Barf and Belch were tied down in the center of the arena, surrounded by Berserker soldiers. Gobber was off to the side, and Stoick and Dagur were standing side-by-side with their Switch Axes at the ready. Ringing the outside of the arena were the villagers, all murmuring amongst themselves uncertainly.

"According to the treaty," announced Gobber, his voice carrying clearly, "the killin' of the dragon must be –"

"Bored!" interrupted Dagur. "I get the head on the right!"

He raised his Switch Axe and advanced, and the dark purple scales lining it gleamed in the light of the moon. Frightened, Barf and Belch gurgled quietly and tried to retreat, but they were pulled back into position by the Berserkers.

"I'm putting an end to this," muttered Stoick, advancing as well. His voice was too quiet for anyone but Gobber to catch it. "If it means war… then it means war."

But it never came to that.

Dagur's blade was high above his head, and he was about to bring it down for the killing blow, when all of a sudden…

"MONSTER ATTACK!"

No one would admit it out loud, but privately, the Berserkers felt their blood run cold when they heard those words.

First to appear was Snotsnarl, climbing down the long chain that supported the wire netting over the arena with unusual dexterity. He poked his head through the net and let loose with a classic Tigrex roar, the sound of which threw the Berserker warriors into a panic. From his vantage point at the edge of the arena, Snotlout – hidden from Berserker eyes – gave his monster the signal to 'annihilate'. Snotsnarl let out a growl before blasting the ground below him with an unfathomably large roar.

"What in the name o' Valhalla is goin' on?" demanded Gobber.

But Stoick already had it figured out. "Gobber! _Monster attack_!" He nudged his friend for emphasis.

"Oh, right yeh are," the blacksmith said in realization. "Monster attack! Everybody outta here!"

On Astrid's signal, which she gave from her own hiding place, Batwings opened the gate. At once, Blackhawk, Heatray, and Twinhorn burst into the arena, wings spread dramatically. Venomwing and Mocktalk screeched as they plunged down through the net to lend their assistance. There was no sign of Sightless, though – he would be saved for last.

Hiccup, Astrid, Arachne, and Fishlegs took their positions, hiding behind the wooden boards scattered around the edge of the arena. After making sure they could get a clear view of their monsters, and that they hadn't been spotted, they went through with the next phase of their plan.

Astrid gestured for Blackhawk to attack. Although the words 'spine shot' weren't spoken, Blackhawk remembered what the signal meant. The Yian Garuga screamed and whipped her tail out from nowhere, throwing several poisonous spikes at one Berserker and forcing him to retreat.

Another warrior was advancing on Heatray. Thinking fast, Fishlegs gave the signal for 'hug'. The Berserker tried to run, but the Gravios enthusiastically pounced, and crushed him underneath her weight.

There was no way Twinhorn could coordinate herself without Snaketail to help her – just where was that girl? Hiccup didn't know, but he did know the signals that she used to get her Diablos to attack. Getting Twinhorn's attention, he gave her the signals for 'tail swing', 'tail combo', and 'horn attack'. Several lashes of the tail and slashes of the horn later, Twinhorn sent her Berserker assailants scurrying.

In the midst of the chaos, Gobber located Dagur and held him away from the fight. He yelled convincingly, "We must protect our honored guest! Flee while you can!"

But Dagur was having none of it. "Run if you want! Dagur the Deranged doesn't know the meaning of the word 'flee'!"

The teenaged Chief rushed forward with Switch Axe at the ready, too bloodthirsty to think of a strategy other than running blindly into battle. It was to Mocktalk he ran, who was surrounded by Berserker men. As if that wasn't bad enough, Batwings was having trouble finding a good position to signal the Qurupeco.

Arachne, though, did some quick thinking and got Venomwing's attention. She gave the snake wyvern the signal for 'poison spit', and watched as Venomwing swooped down upon Dagur and bombarded him with the toxic liquid. Luckily for Dagur, he avoided the projectiles and scurried away.

Only then did Wings settle himself, fluttering behind a wooden crate directly opposite his monster. Silently, he did the signal for 'dance'. Mocktalk understood and sprang into action, flaring his tail out and beginning his jig. By waving his rear end from side to side, following an invisible beat that only another Qurupeco would hear, he swatted the Berserkers away from him one after the other. More Berserkers rushed him, but at that moment he spun around with a hop and flared out of his wings. The tips of his wings struck the Berserkers and sent them flying.

"When we take out our foes, we do it with style," Batwings muttered to himself, letting out a laugh.

At this point, Barf and Belch had shaken off the ropes binding them and began to fly away. But luck was not with them, as a few Berserkers took note and hastily lassoed them. The two heads screeched in distress and began their struggles anew.

That was where Ruff and Tuff came in.

Dagur heard the Zippleback's cry and charged toward them with an insane battle cry. Out of nowhere, King and Queen plunged to the ground and reared onto their hind legs, yowling loudly and spreading their flammable powder in an intimidating show. Dagur, though, was not impressed, and readied his Switch Axe for the kill.

"Queen, powder!" whispered Ruff, moving her hand away from her mouth as if blowing a kiss.

Understanding, Queen gave Dagur a few powerful flaps of her wings, blowing a wave of flammable material toward him. He stumbled and coughed, his vision enveloped by a sea of red.

"King, spark!" murmured Tuff, clicking his fingers.

King opened his mouth wide and snapped his jaws shut. His fangs ground together to produce a spark, lighting the powder. It exploded outwards, a wave of fire that launched Dagur into the far wall with a yell of pain. Burnt and bruised, he picked himself back up – but if he was thinking of going for the elder dragons, a crack of Venomwing's whip-like tail made that impossible.

The Berserkers moved in toward the new threat of King and Queen. Grinning to themselves, Ruff and Tuff gave them the signals that they had practiced a while ago, this time working perfectly in sync. Their controls worked like a charm, allowing their Teostra and Lunastra to dispatch their attackers one by one.

Barf and Belch were free again, and, spotting a clear path in the midst of all the fighting, waddled toward the exit. But Dagur, who had been cursing Venomwing for throwing him across the arena, saw them. His Switch Axe had been lost when the Remobra attacked, but a stray spear caught his eye. Giving a yell, he threw the spear with perfect accuracy at Barf and Belch, not wanting the dragon to leave alive.

And this was Sightless' cue.

A powerful scream blasted through the melee, halting the Berserkers in their tracks. They indeed recognized that feared sound, the cry of the offspring of contagion and plague itself. Sightless leapt out into the open with a swish of his cape, catching the flying spear in his jaws. It snapped between his teeth with the barest of bites.

"A Gore Magala!" exclaimed Dagur, excitedly. "They _do_ exist, after all!"

Then Hiccup appeared, playing his part in the grand deception. He drew his Hunter's Dagger from its sheath and held up the curved blade so it gleamed in the moonlight. "Back you… you fiend, you! You'll not harm my friend Dagur!"

He threw out his shield arm as if to block Dagur from harm. The impact forced the older boy's head away, so he couldn't see Hiccup give the signal for 'virus blast'.

Dagur looked back just in time to see the inside of Sightless' mouth glowing darkly, and a screech building in his throat. Hiccup, in a show of mock bravery, tackled Dagur to the ground just as a ball of black fire was launched at the wall behind them. It exploded into black mist, and the virus began to spread slowly around the arena.

Now, the Berserkers had begun to flee, unable to stand against the might of the attacking monsters. Dagur opened his eyes, and was horrified at the sight of his brave men being chased away like they were nothing.

"Go Dagur!" yelled Hiccup. "Save yourself!"

Playing his part well, Sightless screamed and pounced on Hiccup. The skinny Haddock boy pushed the Gore Magala's claws away with his shield, groaning with the effort.

"You owe it to your people!" he cried, voice laced with strain.

It was too much for poor Dagur. The air was full of the roars of monsters, and wherever he looked, there was a snarling Tigrex or Diablos or Gravios advancing on him. No, this was all too much. If he stayed, he and his men would perish.

The straw that broke the yak's back was Snaketail. From her spot right outside the exit, she leapt on Dagur's back with a primal shriek of fury, clawing at his shoulders and his cheeks while her tangled brown hair got into his face. It would take the wild Grundenson girl some time to recover from her time in that cage. She hissed and screamed like a maniac Yian Kut-Ku as she tried to bring Dagur down, until she was finally thrown aside.

"Berserkers, to the boats!" the young Chief yelled over his shoulder, and started to run.

"Wha' about the treaty?!" Gobber called after him.

Hesitating for one split second, Dagur ducked under Snotsnarl's harmful roar and called back, "Consider it signed!"

And just like that… it was all over. The monsters calmed down, and Hiccup's friends came out from their hiding places. There was no noise except for the faint sounds of the Berserkers running to their ships.

Nervously, Hiccup regarded Snaketail. She was lying on her back with her arms and legs spread around her. Her hair was all over the place and her jaw was slack – she must have hit her head when Dagur threw her off of him. The Chief-to-be hoped that she'd be back to normal when she woke up.

"Good work, son!" congratulated Stoick, heartily clapping Hiccup on the back. "I hope we don't see much more of Dagur the Deranged from here on out."

"I hope so too," his son sighed.

"I still think Dagur's cool!" Snotlout said haughtily.

The Thorston twins smirked at each other and simultaneously signaled Queen and King. The explosion sent the Jorgenson boy into the far wall, knocking him out.

Hiccup smiled as the twins, their monsters, and the Hideous Zippleback that they had saved all bumped heads affectionately.

While most of the gang laughed, Batwings stayed quiet, preferring to stare at the open gate through which the Berserkers had fled. Hiccup noticed his silence and turned to face the Siren, watching him lightly graze the cut on his neck with his claws.

"Dagur's your archenemy, isn't he?" Hiccup asked. "Back when Arachne asked that, while we were searching for that Najarala –"

"I was about to tell her, yes," Batwings confirmed. "And it isn't only me who hates him. His dragon is against him as well, but is in no position to do anything about it."

The Siren fixed his blue eyes directly on Hiccup's green ones. Hiccup drew a quiet breath – despite knowing Batwings for months, it never ceased to amaze him how perfectly human Batwings could make himself appear. Such were the Loki-blessed powers of the legendary Sirens.

"When Dagur and I meet again," he promised grimly, "I will avenge this scar. One way or another, I am going to destroy him."

But for now… the Hooligans could enjoy another year of peace. And, ironically, it was all thanks to the monsters.

* * *

><p><strong>The Wiki describes the Hobblegrunt's fire as an "ethane expectorant", and it's supposed to be sticky like a Nightmare's fire.<strong>

**Original episode, coming in the next chapter! Last time this happened, Snaketail had to find her rampaging Diablos a mate in order to quell her hormonal rage. What'll happen next?**

**Give some reviews! Don't be shy about guessing what happens in the next chapter, either.**

**Next time: Monster Lovers**
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_**Chapter 19**_

_**Monster Lovers Part 1**_

* * *

><p><em>Love is a powerful thing. It's what you feel when you look at someone you trust – like your father or your best friend.<em>

_But occasionally, someone comes along that induces a much stronger feeling in you. And when they leave, you'll risk anything to be at their side again._

* * *

><p><strong>Berk Monster Academy<strong>

It had been a full week since the Berserkers left Berk in a mad race to get to safety. Of course, they had never really been in danger. Hiccup prided himself on how convincing Sightless had been that day.

Today, the sun was shining over the academy. The monsters were lounging around without a care in the world, the monster babies were playing nicely together, and the Berk Monster Riders were gathered around for their daily training session.

Or at least some of them were. Fishlegs was the only one taking notes as Hiccup wrote on the blackboard. Arachne was gone, Snotlout and the twins were snoring, Batwings was sipping tea, Snaketail was combing her hair, and Astrid was polishing her Dual Blades.

In short, it was life back to normal at the Berk Monster Academy.

"GIANT BUG!" screeched Arachne, throwing herself at the closed gate. "IT'S AFTER ME!"

Fine, so life wasn't normal after all.

Arachne instantly had the rest of the gang's full attention. Hiccup stopped lecturing his friends on how to properly feed a brute wyvern (the key was to make sure it knew that you _weren't_ the food) and opened the gate. Without a second to waste, the Philston girl scrambled inside and slammed the gate shut again, panting heavily.

"What the Valhalla?" Snotlout demanded, glaring at her.

"D-Did she just say… g-g-giant b-bug?" whimpered Fishlegs, hiding behind Heatray.

"I meant it, too!" Arachne told him, breathlessly. Her eyes were wild and she could barely stand. She looked like she had been chased a mile by a rabid Zinogre. "It was bigger than Snotlout, and its wings were loud, and its eyes were all buggy, and it chased me all the way here!"

Hiccup frowned and went back to the gate. Cautiously, he stuck his head out through one of the gaps and immediately saw their unwelcome visitor. It definitely wasn't a bug, although it _did_ have loud wings and buggy eyes.

"Open the gate, Arachne," Hiccup said over his shoulder, an exasperated smile coming into existence. "It's only a baby Scuttleclaw."

The moment the gate opened, the Scuttleclaw pounced on Hiccup and started playing him to death. It took all of the Monster Riders to pry the hyper dragon off of him, which was bright blue and about the same height as Astrid. When they were sure the Scuttleclaw had settled down, they let go of it, and it stood there in a fidgety manner that suggested that it was having trouble standing still.

"Why would a baby Scuttleclaw come here?" wondered Fishlegs.

"Who cares?" enthused Tuffnut. "Did you see how it tackled Hiccup? I want one!"

Snaketail looked at him oddly. "Dare I ask why?"

"Duh!" he replied. "So I can sneak it into the public outhouse! That'll be one bathroom break Gobber will never forget." He snickered unpleasantly.

Taking another draught from his tea, Batwings pointed something out. "Scuttleclaws are very strong. Even this baby could have flown halfway across the archipelago without getting tired. Perhaps it got separated from its family."

"Or maybe it's delivering something!" Astrid gasped. She jabbed a finger at the baby dragon's leg – indeed, there was a piece of rolled-up parchment tied there.

"Wonder what this is," murmured Hiccup, unrolling the parchment. Hesitating a moment in order to decipher the messy handwriting, he began to read the message aloud:

"_Greetings to the esteemed Berk Monster Academy. Word of your success at making peace with monsters has spread all the way here, and my people are inspired. I am happy to announce that we have begun training monsters of our own, and I think of our achievement as something that will be remembered long after our time. However, two rival flocks of Rathalos are turning the village into a battleground. Please, Berk Monster Riders, we need your monster-training expertise to help us calm these sky kings and make our lives easier. Not only for the people, but for the monsters. I await your arrival. With best regards, Erick, Peaceable Chief of Siren Island._"

Upon those last words, Batwings spat out his drink.

"Wow!" squealed Fishlegs. "We're not alone! There are other monster trainers!"

"It was all my doing," Snotlout bragged. "Don't deny it, I'm _totally_ the most impressive and inspiring Monster Rider there is."

Astrid sheathed her Dual Blades. "Siren Island, huh? That's quite a ways off, too far to be back by this afternoon. We should tell your dad, Hiccup."

"You just read my mind, milady," he replied. He patted the Scuttleclaw on the head, and it launched itself out the gate with a twittering chirp. "Once that's done, we'll pack up and go."

Hiccup then beckoned Sightless over and added, "You guys get your things ready. I'll go have a talk with my dad. Be prepared to leave as soon as I come back, okay?"

The group nodded unanimously. All of them, that is, except for Fishlegs.

"Um…" the husky boy spoke up, raising a hand. "Don't you think some of us should stay behind and look after the academy? I mean, it's not like I'm _scared_ of involving myself in a massive battle over territory between wyverns with fifty-foot wingspans and fire breath with a plus five scorch factor…"

Sighing, Hiccup cut him off. "Fine, Fishlegs, you have a point. You, Snotlout, and Batwings can stay and keep watch over the academy."

The responses he got were instant.

"What?!" demanded Snotlout.

"Are you _KIDDING_ me?!" Batwings screeched.

Hiccup let out another sigh. "No, I'm not. Wings, you're one of the best Monster Riders we have, so it's crucial that you stay. What if there's a commotion while we're gone?" He caught Batwings' glare and continued resignedly, "Look, I know you want to see her again. But the Academy needs you more than Siren Island does."

With a huff, the Siren turned tail and walked to the other side of the academy.

Trying to lighten the mood, Snaketail joked, "We'll bring you guys back some souvenirs."

"You can even look after the baby monsters while we're away!" suggested Astrid. "Won't that be fun?"

Snotlout and Fishlegs turned to their left, where the gang's monsters' babies stared at them with wide-eyed, barely-contained excitement. Besides the Peco triplets, there were the Remobras Terror and Biter, the Diabloses Dia and Bolo, Heatray's unnamed Basarios children, and the Garuga trio, consisting of Sharpbeak, Spiketail, and Wolfwings.

"Yeah," grumbled Snotlout. "Monster-sitting. Fun."

* * *

><p><strong>Siren Island<strong>

Stoick took the news of Hiccup's unexpected trip remarkably well. It wasn't just that he was delighted that other Viking tribes were taking an interest in monsters, but it was also that traveling to other islands and meeting with the inhabitants was what a Chief did. In Stoick's eyes, this was Hiccup's first big mission as a Chief-in-training.

After the lecture that his father thusly treated him to, Hiccup was only too eager to get off of Berk.

And that was how the Berk Monster Riders, minus three, found themselves flying in their usual formation over the open ocean. Hiccup was in the lead, naturally, and had a map spread out on the saddle in front of him. He was charting the quickest route to Siren Island, and was delighted to see that it would only be a twenty-minute flight at the longest.

"How much longer?" yelled Ruffnut.

"Ruff, you asked that two minutes ago!" Hiccup yelled back.

She didn't reply, so after several seconds went by, the riders went back to focusing on what lay ahead of them. But when they faced the front again, they found that what lay ahead of them was exactly what they were looking for.

"Siren Island, dead ahead!" called Astrid.

They saw the island on the horizon immediately. Then, as they got even closer, they saw something else.

"Ooh, look over there!" Arachne called, pointing at the ocean. "You can see them going fishing near the coast!"

About to ask exactly whom the girl was referring to, Hiccup stopped himself as he suddenly spotted them. In the water, maneuvering around the multitude of rock spires that rose out of the deep to scrape the sky, were what seemed to be shimmering ribbons that twisted and turned expertly through the choppy sea. More of them circled above the sea stacks with wings spread wide. The sunlight struck their hides and turned them iridescent shades of green, blue, and purple.

"Cool, wild Sirens!" Snaketail blurted. "Too bad Legs isn't here. He'd die for a chance to see a whole group of them."

"I wonder if Wings knows any of them," Hiccup thought out loud.

Although the Sirens were beautiful, their monsters tensed up and increased their speed, wanting to get away as fast as possible. Batwings had once told Hiccup that a lot of monsters (and dragons) were scared of Sirens because they looked so much like eels. Remembering this, Hiccup took mercy and urged the gang to go faster.

They passed over the feeding ground, craning their necks for one last glimpse of the magnificent sea dragons before heading onward. Now, they were flying over the island itself. The landmass was flat and mostly made up of grassland, although there was quite a bit of forest as well. As they flew further inland, they could see the first few buildings of the Peaceable tribe's village come into view.

Down in the village, people were going about their daily business when several large shadows passed over the ground. The villagers looked up in confusion, and collectively gasped when they saw the squad of monsters descending on their village. Most of them ran and hid, while a few of them simply cleared away from the plaza so that the monsters would have a place to land.

Land they did, touching down elegantly in the center of the plaza. The Peaceables that were brave enough to stay instead of hide gasped again, this time at the sight of several Viking teenagers hopping off of the monsters' backs. Whispers and murmurs passed through the small crowd, all of them hushed with awe. These were the legendary Berk Monster Riders!

Hiccup absentmindedly patted Sightless on the head as he took in the sight of the village. In many ways, he thought it was much like Berk. Actually, it was so similar to Berk that it automatically felt like home to him. The plaza was paved with cobblestones, the buildings were built in the same style (although they looked a bit smaller than those on Berk), and there was even a tall torch rising up into the air right in the middle of the square, just like the ones on his island.

Then there were the people. They wore jackets and pants made of typical materials, like fleece and yak skin, and also had helmets on their heads. However, these helmets didn't have horns on them, and the people themselves were a good deal skinnier than the Vikings of Berk. No wonder they were called the Peaceables – they wouldn't be very good at fighting, from the look of them.

"Whoa, a whole village of Hiccups!" Tuffnut whispered to his sister.

"I'll bet anything the Chief can't lift a hammer or swing an axe," snickered Ruffnut.

Suddenly, the Chief himself appeared from out of the large building in front of them. Like the rest of the Peaceables, Chief Erick was tall and thin, but definitely not weak. He carried himself with confidence, despite the fact he didn't have any weapons or armor on him. Instead, he wore a long cloak that seemed to be Lagombi fur, and his helmet was decorated with Hypnocatrice feathers. When he came to the Monster Riders, he regarded Hiccup with a thoughtful expression.

"So you're the mighty Hiccup the Monster Conqueror?" Erick said, stroking his stubbly beard. "I must say, you resemble one of my folk more than a Hooligan. But nevertheless, I welcome you and your fellow Monster Riders to my humble village of Vurp!"

He spread his arms grandly, making his Lagombi-fur cloak billow out in impressive fashion, and the Peaceables burst into applause.

"Vurp, huh?" Astrid said, mostly to herself. "This place even _sounds_ like Berk."

"I was thinking the same thing," Hiccup told her. "No wonder we've had such good relations with the Peaceables for a hundred years. It feels a lot like our own island."

Erick bent down a little to bring Hiccup into a handshake, which the Haddock boy returned. Then, the Chief rose to his full height again and looked the group over.

"Excellent, excellent!" he guffawed. For such a thin and peaceful-looking Viking, he had a very loud laugh. "You've brought a whole company of Monster Riders! Now, how about we get to business? And why not come in for some refreshment while we're at it?"

* * *

><p>So far, Hiccup had learned that the people of Vurp were physically similar to him, friendly, and very hospitable. Erick let them get comfortable in his very own house, which was the size of Hiccup's and consisted of two floors. On the ground floor, everything was dim, but nicely-lit by the warm glow of the fire pit, and there were plenty of chairs around the pit to sit down in and relax.<p>

The Monster Riders were quiet as they sat around the burning coals and sipped their cups of mead – a Peaceable specialty, much softer than the stuff the Hooligans brewed. Sightless was the only monster allowed inside, although all of the other monsters were poking their heads through the windows and eating whatever it was that Erick had put in front of them. The Peaceable Chief really was a generous man.

"Now then," Erick spoke up, settling down in an empty chair beside Hiccup. "I trust you're aware of our little situation?"

"Yes, but could you give us a bit more detail, please?" Astrid asked.

"Of course, young lady," he answered, giving her a smile. "You see, ever since we made peace with the monsters, they've been settling down on our island. None of us really have any monsters of our own yet, unless you count the blacksmith. Anyway, just last week, two Silver Rathaloses have taken up residence on opposite sides of Siren Island and started their own clans."

"_Two_ Silver Rathaloses?" Ruff interrupted.

Erick nodded. "Indeed. As you may understand, they are quite rare wyverns, and very few have been seen in the archipelago. Anyway, their clans are large, with about thirty Rathaloses and Rathians apiece. This island simply isn't big enough for them to both claim enough territory for themselves, and so they've been fighting almost daily in an attempt to drive the other out."

"So this fighting will go on until one clan leaves?" Tuff summarized, in a rare moment of intelligence.

"That sums it up," approved Erick, and gave the Thorston boy a nod. "Unfortunately, we don't know when that will happen. In the meantime, the Silver Rathaloses and their kin have been making a huge mess of the village, and because we don't kill monsters any more, we have no way to get rid of them."

Hiccup started to think. "What we need is some way for the clans to get along and share the island."

"Ruff, Tuff?" Astrid spoke up. "Can you think of bright ideas?"

Both of them had blank faces. "You lost me at 'think'," Tuff said bluntly.

Predictably, Astrid punched him.

A short silence ensued as the gang did nothing but wrack their brains and sip their drinks. It was Hiccup, of course, who spoke first.

"I think we should go and meet these Silver Rathaloses," he proposed. "If we can study them and learn how each clan works, we can work out how they're similar and use that as a stepping stone."

"Great idea!" enthused Snaketail. "With six of us, we can split into groups of three and go investigate."

"How do you use wyverns as stepping stones?" asked Ruff, dumbly. The stupid question was ignored.

Hiccup stood up and put down his drink. "Alright, we'll head out immediately," the Chief-to-be announced. "Tuffnut, Astrid, you'll be with me. Arachne, Snaketail, and Ruffnut can group together."

Suddenly, Arachne raised her hand. "Uh, Chief Erick, sir? I don't think we can bring our monsters, 'cause the wild Raths might attack us if we do. Where will we leave them?"

Chuckling, Erick replied, "With our blacksmith, of course! He knows quite a bit about caring for monsters. Why don't we go see him now?"

* * *

><p><strong>Berk Monster Academy<strong>

Meanwhile, not knowing what danger their friends were getting themselves into, the remaining three riders busied themselves with taking care of the baby monsters. Mocktalk, Heatray, and Snotsnarl were a huge help, because some of the more excitable infants would have been too much for their caretakers to handle by themselves.

Lunch time was break time for Snotlout, Batwings, and Fishlegs. With the Garuga trio, Terror and Biter, and the rest preoccupied with stuffing their stomachs, there was nothing to stop them from taking a much-deserved rest.

Only Fishlegs didn't seem tired. The pudgy Ingerman was busy scribbling in the Book of Monsters, looking up from its pages every once in a while to watch the baby monsters eat. Heatray was keeping her eyes on them in case two or more of them started squabbling. Mocktalk was out on a recreational flight with Warble, Squawktalk, and Honker.

"Look at him," Snotlout muttered. "Always Mr. Goody Two-Shoes, taking notes and serving food and kissing Hiccup's butt."

"He is Hiccup's best friend," Batwings told him, throwing him a mackerel. "And he really does care about the academy."

"Blah blah blah," said Lout. "I've had it with following Chicken-legs! The Snotlout needs action and adventure, like the stuff my cousin is doing on Siren Island!"

"Same with the Batwings," Wings grumbled, unintentionally mocking his friend's use of the third person. "I hate being stuck here when I could be seeing her again…"

Then, an idea came to his mind. "Snotlout, let's stage a mutiny. We could tie Fishlegs up or throw a blanket over his head or something, and make a break for Siren Island!"

"_Loving_ it!" the Jorgenson boy whooped.

They opened one of the cages at the back of the arena. This one acted as a storage space, providing them with really anything they'd ever need in a monster-related emergency. It wasn't long before they found a nice, heavy blanket at the back and took it in hand, prepared to ambush Fishlegs with it.

Legs himself was still scrutinizing the Book of Monsters. "Hey guys," he called, "I'm having trouble understanding why Wolfwings and the other Garugas are jumping on their Aptonoth steak. Is it a hunting instinct, or are they just fooling – WAUGH!"

A terror-filled scream came out of his mouth as Batwings lunged forward and tackled his midsection, throwing him to the ground. Quickly, Snotlout tossed the blanket over top of his head so he couldn't get up. Once the struggling Ingerman boy was pinned under their weight, they rolled him up in the thick cloth and made a mad dash for their monsters.

Snotsnarl and Mocktalk (who had come back seconds earlier) didn't exactly know what was going on, but they had seen enough of the Thorstons' explosive pranks to figure out that their riders needed a fast getaway. Once Fishlegs had freed himself from the blanket's heavy grip, the Tigrex and Qurupeco were already flying away from the academy.

"No doubt they're off to Siren Island," sighed Fishlegs. "And they left me to do all the work."

Heatray rumbled sympathetically.

* * *

><p><strong>Vurp<strong>

The smithy was across the plaza from Erick's house, a building with a chimney from which smoke poured out thickly. The man in charge had a particularly luscious beard that was braided at the tip, and if he had any hair on his head, it was concealed under his thicker-than-average helmet. He carried a Hammer, one made from a Barroth crest, and wore only a thin tunic and a pair of shorts. Accompanying him was a hulking brute wyvern with dark, shiny armor and gigantic lower jaw, lurching from side to side with every step forward.

"Berk Monster Riders," Erick introduced, "this is Vurp's resident blacksmith, Fartlout. The beast with the mighty chin is his Uragaan, Pounder."

"Pleasure to meet yeh," Fartlout greeted them, in a voice very much like Gobber's. "I hear yer lookin' fer where those Rath clans are livin'? Well, look no further! I'll tell yeh exactly where they are."

"You're not coming with us?" asked Ruff.

"I'll be stayin'," grunted Fartlout. "Those wyverns won't take kindly ta havin' unfamiliar monsters wanderin' in their territory, so Pounder an' I will look after yer monsters while yer away."

"I suppose I'm coming with you, then," finished Erick.

Quickly, they split into two teams. Hiccup gathered Tuffnut, Astrid, and Arachne, while Erick collected Snaketail and Ruffnut. At first, Hiccup expressed his worry that having those two on the same team would be too much for the Chief. However, Erick waved aside his concerns and assured him that he could keep them in line.

Fartlout gave as concise instructions as he could on how to reach the two Silver Rathalos' territories. One nest was on the western side of the island, and was led by a Silver Rathalos named Tealscale. The other nest was on the eastern side and was watched over by the other wyvern, a smaller fellow called Ragwing.

"They've been fightin' with each other since they settled down," Fartlout muttered. "Tealscale's got at least thirty Rathaloses and Pink Rathians on 'is side, an' Ragwing has a buncha regular Rathians and Azure Rathaloses. Their last battle almost made me soil me undies."

Hiccup frowned. "That's odd. Ordinary Rathaloses and Rathians are one species, and Pink Rathaloses and Azure Rathaloses are another species. If they remain enemies, they won't be able to breed."

"Then we've gotta bring them together!" exclaimed Snaketail, a fiercely-determined expression on her face. "Otherwise, they'll wipe themselves out – and even worse, none of them will ever find love!"

"You should get your priorities straight, Tail," Astrid drawled.

Before the riders could head out on their missions, however, Erick had one last thing he wanted to share with them. Apparently, a lone Azure Rathalos had been sighted multiple times over the local forest, starting a week after the clans had started fighting. No one knew why this Rath was always alone, and didn't seem to belong to either group. Snaketail volunteered to check it out, which left only Ruffnut under Erick's care.

With that, the Berk Monster Riders left. The humble, defenseless village of Vurp depended on them.

* * *

><p><strong>Elsewhere on Siren Island<strong>

Snaketail followed Erick's directions into a forested part of the island, moving closer to the northern coast with every step. She recalled that, from the air, this forest took up almost half of Siren Island, so she had a lot of ground to search.

However, the Grundenson girl had an idea of where to look. According to the Chief, she was dealing with an Azure Rathalos, and Fishlegs had once told her that they were exceptionally good at fishing. So, Snaketail marched straight through the forest, making a beeline for the coastline, so to speak.

Birds were singing in the trees above her, and she smiled at the cheerful sounds. Walking alone in the woods was always a nice way to pass the time, although sometimes she'd stumble across a hungry monster that was a little too protective of its freshly-caught meal. Snaketail was fairly sure she wasn't at risk of coming across anything like that on Siren Island, though.

Soon, she had reached the end of the forest, and found herself on a large, sunny cliff looking over the ocean. It was very picturesque view, she had to admit. The sounds of the wind rustling the trees behind her and the waves breaking against the cliff far below her – they combined into something that really soothed her ears.

"Now, I'm sure I could find that Rath around here somewhere," Snaketail mused to herself. "It's not like he could have gone beyond here. The next island is, what, three leagues away?"

A roar abruptly came from the distance and reverberated off of the cliffs, making Snaketail jump. Out at sea, the girl could now see a blue figure with wings flying toward the cliff. As it flew closer, she could see something dangling underneath it, and she correctly identified it as the Azure Rathalos.

The monster flew right over her head, the wind thrown up by his pass blowing the hair out of her face. He circled once, sunlight shining through his greenish wing membranes, and dropped the huge dead thing in his talons before landing on the grass-covered rock. Making a face at the smell coming off of it, Snaketail noticed that it was an Epioth – a seagoing monster that ate water plants. That must have been difficult for the Azure Rathalos to carry all the way here.

She saw that the Azure Rathalos was eyeing her suspiciously. "Don't worry, I'm not going to try and take that," she said with disgust. "You can have that nasty-looking leviathan corpse all to yourself."

Thankfully, the Azure Rathalos didn't seem to be insulted by the comment, although he did snort and glare at her. He twisted its neck away from her and let out a shriek, as if calling out for someone.

As it turned out, it was – from out of the trees emerged a Pink Rathian, which shrieked back at it and positioned herself over the Epioth, claiming it for her own.

"Hey, that's sweet," smiled Snaketail. "He got you a gift. I have to say, though, can't you do your own hunting?"

That's when she caught a glimpse of white behind the Pink Rathian. There, underneath a bush, having been revealed when the rosy wyvern stomped out of the foliage, was a small mud nest with eggs.

Snaketail's eyes widened. "Wait a minute. I thought you guys were supposed to be enemies."

Yes, that was a fact, according to Fartlout. But on the other hand, they _were_ the same species… and what had Fishlegs said, way back on Graveyard Island?

"_Well, the Book of Monsters says that some monsters from the flying wyvern class are very emotional and romantically-inclined. It's very likely that those two have already accepted each other as mates."_

"Oh, that's romantic," Snaketail sighed, watching the blue and pink monsters interact with one another. "Even though you're from opposing clans, you're not letting that get in the way of your feelings."

Then she frowned. "But what if your clan leaders find out?"

Hearing her question, and maybe even understanding what she said, the Pink Rathian and Azure Rathalos turned to her, sadness in their eyes. That was exactly what they were worried about – unless they had already been discovered and kicked out of their clans for forming this forbidden union.

"Well then," Tail told them, her voice taking on new confidence. "Even if your leaders already know, I'll keep your secret safe from anyone else."

Simultaneously, the look in their eyes turned to one of hope.

"And even better," continued Snaketail, "my friends are working on a way to stop your leaders from fighting. Pretty soon, you won't even have to be concerned about keeping this to yourselves."

Both the Pink Rathian and Azure Rathalos let out soft screeches and nuzzled her, very grateful to her. Snaketail blushed and patted their heads.

"Aw, no need to thank me," the Grundenson girl said bashfully. "It's what we do. We're Monster Riders, after all."

That last statement made her take pause. _What did I mean by that?_ she wondered. _"We're Monster Riders, after all." My friends and I might be Monster Riders, that's true, but… what does it really mean to be a Monster Rider?_

Snaketail wasn't planning on going anywhere. It was a beautiful day out, the scenery was breathtaking, the sounds of nature were calming, and she had the opportunity to study a breeding pair of not-very-common flying wyverns. Good thing she always carried a notebook and stick of charcoal in her jacket.

She had all day to think about it.

* * *

><p><strong>Sea near Siren Island<strong>

"Land ho!" Snotlout shouted over the roar of the wind in his ears. "Good thing Snotsnarl's so good at tracking, or else we'd never have found it!"

"You do remember," Batwings said icily, "that you have a native of Siren Island flying with you?"

"Your point?" his arrogant companion replied.

Grumbling that it didn't matter, Batwings urged Mocktalk on. He didn't really need to, though – the bird wyvern was quite excited to be visiting his best friend's home island, and was flying pretty fast as a result.

Snotlout and his mount, though, kept pace with them. "What're we going to do about those fighting monsters once we get down there?"

"First, we'll have to find Hiccup and see what he's already up do," responded Batwings. "I'd hate to barge in there and accidentally ruin whatever plan he's cooked up."

"Why would you hate _that_?" Snotlout asked, genuinely confused. "That sounds awesome!"

Batwings grumbled to himself again, this time about idiot Viking wannabes.

The ocean passed below them, and they were now flying over the forest that covered about half of Siren Island. The familiarity of it surprised Batwings. It had been months – heck, almost a year – since he last saw this forest, and yet it still appeared strikingly familiar. Was Vurp the same as well? How well was it faring against the rogue Raths that the letter had described.

To be honest, Wings wasn't really that concerned about that. Of course he wanted to help Hiccup and the others, and of course he was worried about what would happen if they weren't able to train the Silver Rathaloses… but if he was really being honest with himself, all Batwings wanted was to see _her_ again.

Just then, there was a mighty roar that broke through Batwings' thoughts and sent him back to reality. He twisted his head around to look behind him, and a gigantic shape blurred by him so fast that he almost fell off Mocktalk's back. When the Siren faced forward again, it was to see an Azure Rathalos turning around for another go!

"Azure Rathalos, twelve o'clock!" he screamed

"Huh?" asked a befuddled Snotlout. "That was hours ago!"

The stupid remark almost drove Batwings to his limit. "Oh for Thor's sake, he's right in front of us, you numbskull!"

"I know!" Snotlout replied, steering Snotsnarl away from the enemy monster's next attack. "Why'd you say it was at twelve o'clock?"

An angry remark dancing on the tip of his tongue, Batwings was forced to swallow it back down when the Azure Rathalos charged at them again, flames shooting from his mouth.

The battle began, high above the otherwise quiet forest. They were making such a commotion that it was only inevitable that something would soon notice them.

* * *

><p>Hidden deep in a small, peaceful grotto, two pairs of eyes watched the Qurupeco and Tigrex begin to fight the Azure Rathalos above the tops of the trees. One pair was narrowed, and regarded the blue flying wyvern with undisguised hatred. The other pair was widened, recognizing the other two monsters and unable to believe it was them.<p>

"Snotsnarl and Mocktalk?" their owner whispered to herself. "Scarath, help them before they get hurt. Please."

The monster opened its jaws, and a shrill shriek tore through the otherwise quiet atmosphere, frightening small forest animals for miles around. It spread its bronze wings and flew out of the grotto to do battle with its natural enemy.

The girl smiled to herself. "Batwings…"

* * *

><p>Minutes after Snaketail had settled down to think, the Azure Rathalos had let out a roar and taken off. Snaketail didn't like it. What was he up to?<p>

_Maybe he spotted another monster that could be a threat to his nest,_ Snaketail thought. _That's what Rathaloses do, after all, while the Rathian sits on the eggs until they hatch. Once they do, they both go out and patrol their territory, bringing back whatever food they find to the hatchlings._

She left herself a mental note to thank Fishlegs for helping her update the Book of Monsters. He didn't know it, but she'd learned a lot on that day.

Snaketail was so preoccupied with her own thoughts that she almost missed the boat in the distance, steadily heading toward the western side of the island…

* * *

><p><strong>Fartlout is the best Viking name ever!<strong>

**This is my first original episode in a while, and I think I'm doing well so far. Do you agree, readers?**

**Please give me reviews, and I'll see you again soon! The next chapter will have a fair bit of character development, and some romance as well. *wink***
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_**Chapter 19**_

_**Monster Lovers Part 2**_

* * *

><p>The Azure Rathalos was absolutely unrelenting. Batwings and Snotlout tried several times to steer their monsters away from their infuriated adversary, but the blue flying wyvern wouldn't let them go.<p>

"We've got no choice but to fight!" Batwings yelled over to Snotlout. "Maybe we can get an opening and escape if we give him enough trouble!"

"Cool!" Lout approved. "Bring it, you stupid wyvern!"

As the Azure Rathalos soared by, preparing another strike, Batwings gave Mocktalk a signal. The Qurupeco reared his head back and puffed out his chest, inflating his bright red sac as he did so. When he opened his beak, the insults that came out were spoken in a huge and frightening roar.

Offended, the Azure Rathalos lunged, sharp teeth primed to tear. Batwings yanked on Mocktalk's saddle, steering them away from the attack. As the wyvern overshot them, the Qurupeco soared elegantly and allowed Snotsnarl to take over. Blasting out a roar, the Tigrex rushed into battle, tackling the Azure Rathalos so hard that he was almost knocked out of the sky.

At first, Batwings and Snotlout were so focused on winning the battle that they didn't hear the sound of wind rushing over leathery wings. No, not the wings of Mocktalk or Snotsnarl, but a different pair altogether – a pair that made an eerie whistling as the wind passed through the spaces between bladed scales.

The two of them stopped fighting for only a few seconds, circling the Azure Rathalos on their reptilian steeds, waiting for the prime opportunity to make the next move. That was when the whistling of wind through scales grew even louder, and an eagle-like shriek pierced the sky like a knife. Batwings stopped when he heard the keening cry… it sounded almost like…

A massive blur and blinding flash of bronze took away Batwings' vision. Another shriek came, this one close enough to hurt his eardrums. Talons struck like lightning, and the Azure Rathalos screech and shattered the afternoon tranquility. His wingbeats clumsy with pain, he slowly flew away on torn wings, back in the direction he had come from.

"Yeah, you'd better run!" yelled Snotlout. He and Snotsnarl chased after the wyvern.

Batwings didn't have the chance to sigh in relief. He suddenly found himself crushed between four razor-sharp claws, and the thundering sound of wingbeats crashed in his ears as the mysterious monster plucked him off Mocktalk's back.

"Batwings!" the bird wyvern hollered, and shot after Batwings' captor.

Poor Mocktalk never had a chance. The other monster was too fast and agile. It performed a stunningly perfect barrel roll, then folded its wings and did a nosedive into the trees. Much to Batwings shock, they didn't hit anything – rather, they passed right through a narrow, nearly invisible gap between two leafy crowns and were out of sight within the space of an instant. But Mocktalk saw them, though, and quickly copied the unknown wyvern's movement. He, too, disappeared beneath the sea of green.

Passing through the last of the branches that obscured much of the hidden gap, the monster didn't lose any of its speed as it came down toward a small grotto. Batwings was already bracing himself for a less-than-gentle landing when the wyvern opened its talons, allowing him to drop painfully onto the ground. Landing face-first, the Siren's nose was filled with the scent of grass and dirt.

_How pleasant,_ he muttered inwardly.

Mocktalk landed behind him, also on his face. Squawking indignantly, the Qurupeco hopped to his feet and spat soil out of his beak.

Pulling himself up onto his hands and knees, Batwings wiped his eyes and stared around in wonder at his surroundings. The grotto he crouched in was very similar to Hiccup's secret cove on Berk, but much smaller, and much quieter. Although, it didn't last.

With a high-pitched screech, the bronze wyvern landed beside him with such force that the earth shook. Mocktalk cawed with alarm and stumbled onto his rear. Heart pounding, Batwings whirled around to face the fearsome creature's sinister maw. Then, he blinked – against all odds, he recognized the beast!

"S-Steve?" he stammered.

The Seregios ruffled his scales and shrieked again, pleased to see that Batwings remembered him.

"Yeah, not the greatest name in the world, is it?"

_That voice_.

"I kind of came up with it on the fly," the soft, smooth, tantalizing tones continued to caress his ears. "So after I thought more about it, I decided to change it. He's better known as Scarath now."

Oh Thor, that voice sent shivers of utmost delight down Batwings' spine. Turning around slowly, he instantly saw her – sitting on a nearby stump and watching him with a lovely smile was the most beautiful Siren girl in the world.

He stammered another name. "H-Heather."

Dazzlingly, her smile widened, and she hopped off of her stump and flung her arms around him. When she spoke, he could feel her warm breath against his neck. "I've missed you, Batwings."

"Me too," Wings replied, hugging her back. "It's only been a few weeks, but…"

Heather pulled away from him, but still lingered close enough so that she didn't have to let go of him. Her unusual green eyes, aside from being more stunning than ever, blinked questioningly at him.

"But…" she prompted.

Heeding her request, Batwings continued, a bit uncertainly, "Well… um, I last saw you a short time ago, but I've really been wanting to see you again. It's just that… I feel better around you. I only first noticed it when you left, but now that I'm with you – seeing you and hearing your voice and talking to you – it feels like… like there used to be some kind of hole in me. A hole in my heart… that's been filled now that you're here. You know?"

Wow, that _had_ to have been the most incoherent speech he had ever given. Really, there was something about this girl, and the way she made his pulse race…

"Of course I know," Heather told him with yet another soft smile. She pulled herself closer until their noses were touching. "I've felt the same way. And I think I know why."

Pausing to consider this, Batwings soon realized that he knew why as well. He had known all along, but never had the courage to utter the words, not even to himself.

Until now.

Two voices blended together in that moment. "I love you."

And then, their noses weren't the only things that were being pushed together.

* * *

><p><strong>Western Cliffs<strong>

Sunlight poured down from the sky and brought out every last detail of Siren Island's western cliffs. According to Fartlout, the clan led by Tealscale, the biggest Silver Rathalos, nested here on the cliffs.

Unfortunately for Hiccup and his group, the only way to reach Tealscale's nesting site was to take a very narrow path that wound along the side of the cliff. The path was barely wide enough for one person to walk along it, and pebbles fell from the edge with every step Hiccup took. To make matters worse, the only thing that awaited down below was the sea, whose white-capped waves smashed into the cliffside every so often. Hiccup was thankful that only the spray could reach them.

"Question!" shouted Tuffnut, from the back of the line. "Why are we doing this again?"

"Doing what?" Arachne asked him.

"Strolling down a tiny little path with nothing but watery death below us, duh!" Tuff replied.

The ten-year-old scratched her head. "Hiccup told us to."

Tuff's eyes brightened. "Oh yeah. He's cool sometimes."

Fourteen feet farther down the path, Hiccup heard them and facepalmed. "Guys, we're here to study Tealscale's clan. The others are doing the same thing with Ragwing's, remember? When we're done, we'll figure out a plan to have the clans make peace with one another."

"So our walk down this path, that might fall out from under our feet at any moment and dump us into the ocean, is all for nothing?" Tuffnut grinned. "Awesome."

"It is _not_ for _nothing_," Astrid snapped at him. "It's for observation and for learning."

"So… nothing," the male Thorston concluded.

Wisely, Hiccup decided that talking with Tuff wasn't getting him anywhere.

As they moved along the cliff, cautious step by cautious step, the cliff up ahead loomed closer. That cliff was the biggest one on the western side of the island, and was where the clan of Rathaloses and Pink Rathians was situated. The colony of wyverns made their nests in huge, gaping holes in the rock, and they had to jump out and catch the wind whenever they wanted to leave. It helped that there was always a very strong breeze blowing around here.

For a moment, Hiccup stopped moving forward and watched the activity going on around Tealscale's cliff. The Pink Rathians were circling around in the air like giant seagulls, occasionally diving down to grab a fish out of the water. As Hiccup observed, a couple of Rathaloses exited their holes and were airborne immediately, wheeling up and over the cliff in search of land prey.

"Wow, there are so many of them!" Arachne enthused. "How close can we get to them?"

"A little closer," Hiccup answered, starting to move forward again. "If we move too close to their nests, they'll probably think the worst of us and attack."

The group of four continued on their way, slowly but surely moving up to Tealscale's cliff. The path was getting narrower, until it got to the point where they had to press their backs to the rock wall and shimmy along. Nervously, Hiccup pressed forward – even though he was certain that every step put them in deeper and deeper trouble. The risk was too high. They couldn't go any farther.

His fears were suddenly made reality. There was a loud cracking sound, like rock splitting apart. A second later, the stone underneath Astrid gave way, and she dropped with a startled scream.

Instantly, and heedless of their own safety, Hiccup and Arachne dropped to their knees and stretched their arms down as far as they would reach. They were extremely lucky – even though it was more challenging than you'd think, they went from a standing position against the wall to a crouching position with their knees balanced precariously on the edge of the path, and did it in time to grab hold of Astrid's arms. For a split second, they let her hang there, all of them breathing hard from fear and exertion.

Even more miraculously, the ledge didn't break further when they dug their knees in and pulled Astrid up to safety with all their might. Tuffnut helped as well, grabbing Arachne by the waist and lifting her off of her feet. When Astrid's feet touched solid ground again, she grabbed hold of Hiccup like a lifeline, and didn't let go.

"Um, a thank-you would do," the Haddock boy said dryly.

"I know," she replied, still a little breathless, and fixed him in her radiant blue stare. "I'm feeling generous today."

Hiccup was too busy marveling at how beautiful she was up close to respond.

Behind them, Arachne glanced up at Tuffnut and grinned. "I ship it so hard."

"Huh?" he grunted.

Arachne let it slide and instead admired how cute Hiccup and Astrid looked, holding onto each other for dear life like that. An elbow hit her shoulder lightly, but she ignored it.

Then Tuffnut's elbow nudged her a couple times more, each bump sharp and fueled by urgency. Befuddled, the Philston girl shook some of her hair out of her eyes and looked up at the taller boy.

"You see that?" he asked, pointing out to sea.

The sun's reflection on the waves was far too dazzling, so Arachne took off her helmet and shaded her eyes with it. What she saw was puzzling, and definitely suspicious.

"Is that a boat?" she muttered.

* * *

><p><strong>Eastern Cliffs<strong>

While Tealscale's clan was over on the western side of the island, Ragwing's was on the east side, where the sea stacks were.

Erick led his partner, Ruffnut to the very edge of the cliff, making himself comfortable by sitting down and dangling his legs over the side. The Rathians and Azure Rathaloses they were observing had built their nests on (or in) the many rock spires rising up out of the water. It appeared to be feeding time, as the majority of the dragon-like beasts were swooping over the water in search of fish. A few wild Sirens could still be seen swimming around in the water, which were ignored.

"Wait, we're just gonna sit here and _watch_?" blurted Ruffnut. "This sounds like a _Hiccup_ idea!"

"What's wrong with that?" the Vurp Chief asked.

"Hiccup ideas are so boring!" she protested.

Sighing, Erick shuffled away from the Thorston girl, wondering how on Midgard Hiccup was able to deal with her (and the others) on a daily basis.

"Look," said Ruff all of a sudden. "There's our big silver guy!"

Indeed, Ragwing himself had made his appearance right at that moment. He was perched on the lip of a hole in the biggest rock spire, big enough to let a fully grown Silver Rathalos like himself sleep snugly inside. He took a moment to stretch his wings, and with a roar, he flew down toward the ocean's surface. Other wyverns got out of his way when they saw him coming.

"How magnificent," remarked Erick. "When he isn't battling with his rival Tealscale, he looks so majestic. Sometimes I gaze at these beasts and wonder why we ever decided to hunt them."

"Uh, because we're Vikings?" Ruff responded, in an 'are-you-serious' tone of voice.

"The Peaceables aren't like you folks on Berk," Erick told her. "We don't spend our time attacking and being attacked by other –"

Suddenly, there came a cry of "WE'RE BEING ATTACKED!" from somewhere nearby.

Ruff blinked. "Seems like they do."

Rushing toward the cliff all willy-nilly were a group of figures that made the trio gasp. It was the other Monster Riders! Instantly, Erick took charge, running to meet them with Ruff at his heels.

"Hiccup, my boy!" exclaimed Erick. "Steady now, don't talk until you've got your breath back. Just take it easy and tell us what the problem is."

His hands on his knees, Hiccup took a moment to catch his breath before speaking. "We were watching the monsters on the western cliffs," he gasped, "when we saw a boat coming toward the island. It was really big, and it had a Tigrex skull mounted on the bow instead of a figurehead."

Then Astrid blurted, "It's the Outcasts! They're probably coming to raid the village!"

The two other Monster Riders gasped.

"Probably low on food and supplies, if I know them," growled Erick. "They think they're going to have an easy raid? Alvin will sure be in for a surprise!" He turned to the teens and ordered, "Kids! Get to your monsters and help us defend the village!"

But just then, Hiccup paused as an idea struck him. "Actually… not right away. I think I've got a plan, but I need someone to help me. Now, where's Sightless?"

Almost as if in answer, the Gore Magala came bounding up the slope, tongue lolling out of his mouth. When he reached Hiccup, he pounced on him and started licking his face.

"Akkptthhppp!" Hiccup spluttered, trying to wriggle away. "Sightless! You know that doesn't wash out!"

Having had his fun, Sightless jumped away and let Hiccup wipe the saliva off of his face and hands (with little success).

"Now that that's done…" said Arachne, stifling a giggle. "I don't know what you've got planned, Hiccup, but I'm behind you one-hundred-and-fifty percent! Tell me what to do and I'll do it!"

Hiccup was a little surprised at how quickly the Philston girl had volunteered to aid him in his plan. But he got over it quickly, and bent down to whisper his plan in her ear.

Immediately, her eyes lit up. "That's AWESOME! Even better, we're gonna kill two birds with one stone with this!"

"How's killing birds going to chase the Outcasts away? Or get the Raths to stop fighting?" wondered Ruffnut.

Going along with the stupid question, Erick answered, "We'll find out in due time, if Hiccup's idea works. In the meantime, we must get back to the village and man the defenses! Monster Riders, I'm counting on you to lead with your excellently-trained monsters."

The Monster Riders saluted and dashed in the direction of Vurp. Hiccup mounted Sightless, and the Gore Magala galloped after them.

* * *

><p><strong>Vurp<strong>

It was only a few minutes to Vurp on foot. They stopped in front of Fartlout's forge, where the blacksmith was tending to Pounder.

"Let's get to our monsters and run the Outcasts out of here," said Hiccup. "They're obviously here to raid the Peaceables."

"Aye aye ta that, Hiccup!" claimed Fartlout. "I'll call yer monsters outta the forge and send yeh on yer way. POUNDER!" he bellowed, calling for his Uragaan.

The brute wyvern, who had been snoozing by the smithy over in another part of the plaza, woke up in response to his friend's call. Letting out a howling roar, the Uragaan hammered his gigantic chin on the ground, each strike causing the ground to shake.

Hearing Pounder's summons, the smithy practically exploded as Blackhawk, Twinhorn, and the other monsters raced out all at once to meet their riders. Their enthusiasm definitely cost Fartlout – they had smashed so many giant holes in the walls, what was left of the forge had no choice but to collapse in on itself.

"Ah, sorry about your forge, Fartlout," Hiccup apologized, sheepishly.

"No big deal," the blacksmith muttered, not sounding very sincere.

Rapidly, the Monster Riders tightened their monsters' saddles and hopped aboard when they were sufficiently strapped on. Hiccup twisted himself around from where he sat on Sightless' back, and frowned when he only counted four other riders.

"Snaketail still isn't back?" he asked Astrid.

"I guess not," the blonde Hofferson girl replied from her position atop Blackhawk. "I thought she'd be back by now. And Twinhorn doesn't look too happy to be missing her," she added, and gestured to the worried-looking Diablos.

"Then we'll have to go run the Outcasts off without her," decided Hiccup. "We don't have any time to waste. Sightless, up!"

Letting out a tremendous scream, Sightless flicked his horns forward and jumped into the air, Hiccup hanging on tightly so as not to be torn away from the saddle. The others followed suit, their monsters taking to the skies with powerful leaps and soaring out over Vurp. Those villagers that were present murmured to themselves in awe at the display, and several cheered as they watched their Berkian guardians fly to meet the invading Outcasts.

"Ah, it must be amazing to fly on monster-back," Erick sighed to himself.

"Yer tellin' me," replied Fartlout, walking away. "Now if you'll excuse me, I've got me a smithy to rebuild."

Up in the sky, Sightless and Venomwing split off from the gang's formation and flew off in opposite directions. It was time to see if Hiccup's plan would work.

* * *

><p><strong>Elsewhere on Siren Island<strong>

Snotlout grinned to himself as he and Snotsnarl started gaining on the wounded Azure Rathalos. Whatever monster it was that swooped in to intervene, it had done a heck of a job with that single kick. Now the Azure Rathalos was barely flying with a wounded wing, heading toward the sea.

But when the wyvern started to land at the edge of a cliff, Snotlout paused. There was Snaketail, running to meet the Azure Rathalos!

The moment he and Snotsnarl touched down, Snaketail was in his face. "What the Thor did you do this time?!"

"It wasn't me!" he protested, pulling away from her. "I mean, yeah, Wings and I fought it, but it was that other monster that drove it off!"

The Grundenson girl settled down and grabbed a handful of her brown hair. "Sorry, Lout. I just got worried about him when I saw him struggling through the air like that."

Then suddenly, her expression turned grim, something that Snotlout just barely noticed before she spoke again. "I saw an Outcast boat sailing past not too long ago. It was too close to the island to have been harmlessly passing by – especially since the Peaceables are peaceful."

"Outcasts are gonna raid the village?" Snotlout demanded, swelling up with rage. "Not on _my_ watch they're not! Let's go, Snotsnarl! Time to kick some dirty Outcast butt!"

He and his Tigrex rocketed into the air, Snaketail following on her new Pink Rathian friend. After testing his wing to make sure he could still fly with it, the Azure Rathalos cautiously went with them.

A shout of "Snotlout, Snotlout, oi oi oi!" rang over the forest, telling the world that Snotlout Jorgenson meant business!

* * *

><p>The gust of wind that followed behind the three monsters shook the trees below as they passed over the forest, alerting two individuals to their presence. If that hadn't done it, though, Snotlout's catchphrase definitely would have.<p>

"I swear, that line of his always gets me," Batwings chuckled, "especially when Mocktalk imitates it."

Heather, though, wasn't as amused as he was. "The Outcasts are here?" she whispered. Her voice was a mix of fear and annoyance. "They must be here to raid Vurp of food and supplies."

"Who says they're going to get the chance?" snorted Batwings. "This is my home as much as it is yours – I'm not going to let them touch a single blade of grass on this island."

He was about to stand up from his position and hop aboard his monster, but a soft, gentle hand on his made him stop and remain sitting. The beautiful Siren girl beside him gazed at him deeply with her mesmerizing eyes.

"I'm very glad you're here with me," she told him, emotion swelling in her voice.

Batwings took her hand and held it tight. "And I'm not going to leave you this time."

The new couple spread their wings and half-flew, half-hopped over to their respective monsters. Once they had gotten comfortable in Mocktalk's and Scarath's saddles, Heather leaned over and pecked Batwings on the cheek.

"That's for coming to help me," she said softly.

Smiling, the male Siren opened his mouth to respond, only to feel her lips press against his for the second time that day.

When Heather pulled away, she smiled back and added, "That's for everything else."

* * *

><p><strong>Sea near Siren Island<strong>

The first mistake had been thinking that confronting the Outcasts would be easy.

The second had been underestimating just how many Deadly Nadders an Outcast warship could hold.

"Okay, whose idea was this?" Astrid shouted out. There were three Nadder-back warriors chasing her and Blackhawk through the skies, while the other thirty or so dragons swarmed around the other two Monster Riders.

"Blame your boyfriend, not us!" yelled Ruffnut. She had no less than _six_ of the multicolored dragons attacking her and Queen. Lunastras, apparently, were popular targets with the Outcasts.

"He is _not_ my boyfriend!" roared Astrid.

Ruff's reply was cut off when her brother flew by with King, chasing the Outcasts away from her and her elder dragon. However, the fleeing marauders got back together and began to surround Astrid instead.

"You think you're scary?" the Hofferson girl growled at them, holding her Dual Blades in the air. "Blackhawk's kids are scarier than you!"

The Outcasts ignored her, and their Nadders closed in.

"Queen, powder!"

The world became a sea of red.

"King, spark!"

Acting on reflex, Astrid steered Blackhawk straight up, out of the massive cloud of powder that seemed to fill the entire sky. The Outcasts weren't so lucky, and the sound of explosions everywhere drowned out their cries.

No matter how many Outcasts were swallowed up by Teostra-induced explosions, there were always more. Astrid saw six crispy Nadders fall from out of the sky, only for twenty more to surround them.

_There's too many of them, dang it!_ she thought, frustration replacing her anger.

But then… "Hey Astrid! Need the Snotlout to bail you out?"

She never thought she'd be so glad to hear that narcissistic idiot's voice. She didn't even care that he wasn't at the Academy like he was supposed to be.

Snotsnarl inhaled deeply before releasing a sky-shattering roar, blowing four of the six Outcasts clear off of their dragons. Two, though, managed to hang on and charge while the striped pseudowyvern was occupied. Snotlout glanced over his shoulder and saw them coming in from behind, their Lances held at their sides and ready to stab. Quickly, he brought his Brazen Clout Hammer up to defend himself.

Steel met Uragaan jawbone, and steel won. With a startled yell, the force of the Outcasts' attack knocked the Brazen Clout out of his hands, and – despite his fumbling hands making a desperate grab for the handle – it plummeted into the sea.

At near-breakneck speed, Snaketail appeared riding an Azure Rathalos, chasing the Outcasts moving in to finish Lout off. Fingers clenching the edge of her saddle, Astrid watched her fellow Monster Rider command the wyvern to blast the Outcasts with fireballs.

More Deadly Nadders fell out of the sky.

"I could have handled them, you know!" Lout protested.

Grinning at him, Snaketail flexed her arms and replied, "But _I did_ handle them! Snaketail, Snaketail, oi oi oi!"

Snotlout was about to snap at her when one of the Outcasts came up from behind him, yelling a war cry that echoed through the air. The Jorgenson boy turned, braced himself – and saw a Pink Rathian snatch the Outcast off of his Nadder's back with ease. The dragon panicked and flew away, toward the safety of Siren Island.

Swooping down to tackle one of the Nadders, Tuff sent his victim plummeting into the sea and glanced at Snaketail. "Whoa whoa whoa. Is that an Azure Rathalos _and_ a Pink Rathian? Flying _together_?"

Astrid soared past, had Blackhawk pick off an unfortunate Outcast with a fireball, and joined them. "Yeah, I thought they were on _opposite_ sides of this big territorial war."

"Not these two!" Snaketail said proudly. "They fell in love and hid in the forest to build a nest. And I trained them! Who's awesome?"

The group's banter, as well as the entire battle, was suddenly interrupted by an echoing roar. Then came an entire series of roars, picking up from where the first one left off. It sounded like an entire army of monsters was approaching.

Of course, that was exactly what was happening.

Simultaneously, the Monster Riders and the Outcast soldiers gasped at the sight of a pair of Silver Rathaloses flying out of the clouds overhead, flying at the front of a titanic wedge formation consisting of almost seventy wyverns of all colors. The sound of their wings was like a thunderstorm, and definitely scarier than one!

Directly behind the silver leaders of the two-clan flock, there was a Gore Magala and a Remobra soaring side-by-side. It was Hiccup and Arachne!

"Either I'm dreaming," Astrid said, somewhat dazedly, "or I've finally gone insane."

"Ha!" laughed Tuffnut. "I was insane a long time ago!"

All of a sudden, Tealscale and Ragwing let out a duet of awesome shrieks and dove downwards at a steep angle, heading straight for the Outcasts and their ship. The entire flock joined in the chorus and followed their leaders into battle, screaming down at what must have been several dozen miles per hour!

Seeing a group of monsters of this size, each individual at least fifty feet long, plunging straight at them with murder in their eyes and fire streaming from their jaws, was an indescribably incredible and terrifying sight. The Monster Riders gaped in awe, never having seen such a huge coordinated attack in their lives. The Outcasts simply lost it, screaming for their mothers and urging their Nadders to flee as fast as their wings could carry them.

There was instant carnage when the battalion of Rathaloses and Rathians hit. First into the fray were the two Silver Rathaloses, and it didn't take long for the rest of their combined super-clan to catch up.

Wisely, the teens got their monsters out of their way. Thank goodness they did, because the flying wyverns tore through the Outcasts' ranks like paper. And then, when there weren't any more dragons or evil Vikings left, they started on the ship.

It didn't last long at all.

By the time Hiccup and Arachne flew up to meet their friends, pretty much all of the Monster Riders' mouths were hanging open, too astonished to speak.

"You like our little surprise?" Hiccup asked, cheekily.

At first, he didn't get any answer. Then…

"THAT WAS EPIC!" the Thorston twins cheered.

"'Surprise' doesn't even cut it!" Arachne enthused. "We swooped in with, like, _fifty million_ monsters and ripped apart those Outcasts like they were made of _air_!"

Hiccup smiled, adding, "And that isn't even the best part. By convincing Tealscale and Ragwing that the Outcasts were a huge threat to their territories, we made the Silver Rathaloses band together and unite the two clans!" He then paused, and finished, "I still can't believe it worked."

Laughter filled the skies as the Berk Monster Riders flew back to the island, looking forward to the warm welcome they'd get upon return.

* * *

><p><strong>Vurp<strong>

Back in the village, Hiccup and the others were telling Erick and Fartlout the story of how they routed the invading Outcasts. They had an audience, too – everyone in Vurp had turned out to hear how the Berk Monster Riders had saved them

The Silver Rathaloses were there, too. They hadn't brought their clans along, needless to say.

"Well done, all of you!" laughed Erick. "This day shall forever be remembered as the day the Monster Riders of Berk brought peace to our island."

Hiccup blushed and looked down bashfully as the villagers of Vurp cheered for him and his friends.

"Honestly, sir," Astrid spoke up, "it's really Hiccup you ought to thank. He's the one who united the two clans."

The Haddock boy's blush deepened to bright red.

"But," Snaketail spoke up, "I think we have the Azure Rathalos and Pink Rathian to thank. If the Silver Rathaloses hadn't known about their relationship, then they'd probably never have joined together in the first place. They had already known it was possible – they were just being stubborn."

_So that's why it worked,_ Hiccup thought. _Huh. I hadn't known about that._

"O' course, yeh'll always be welcome in our humble village," Fartlout said. "Whenever we have a problem, we'll know who ta call!"

"And we'll be happy to help!" chirped Arachne.

Nodding, Hiccup continued for her, "Who knows? With enough experience, you'll become good enough with monsters to solve any issues on your own."

He turned to the others. "Now, I think it's about time we headed home."

The teens whooped happily and went to saddle up their monsters. The Vurpians started to disperse, and the two Silver Rathaloses rose above the village and soared out of sight, enemies no longer. After pausing for a moment to give Snaketail a final farewell, the Pink Rathian and Azure Rathalos flew after their leaders, and were gone.

Soon, the gang had finished preparing their monsters for the journey back home. Now that all the excitement was over, they couldn't wait to get back home, share dinner in the Meade Hall, and get a good night's sleep.

Occasionally, as they tightened the straps on the monsters' saddles and checked the saddle bags one last time, a couple of them would look up at the sky and be reminded of how tired they were. Already, the sun was approaching the horizon, and a few thin streaks of dull orange were present in the darkening sky.

Arachne was talking with the others. "Oh, isn't it romantic? How Snaketail's Pink Rathian and Azure Rathalos fell in love and had a family even though they were supposed to be enemies?"

"I think that story was so stupid," Snotlout replied dismissively.

"Oh come on," objected Snaketail, smirking. "Just give it a few years. Bards and playwrights all over the world are going to be inspired by such a touching story."

Lout rejected that, too. "Please," he scoffed with a wave of his hand. "Who in their right mind would ever write a play about _that_?"

A sigh escaped Hiccup's lips as his friends' antics brought a grin into existence. Rolling his eyes, he stepped forward to give them a piece of his mind.

"Leaving without me?" called a familiar voice.

Before anyone could utter a sound, Mocktalk plunged into their midst and landed on his belly. Batwings went flying off the saddle, only to be caught by a Seregios that soared over the group and landed nearby. An old friend was sitting on the wyvern's back.

"Batwings!" squealed Arachne, ecstatic. "And Heather! Hi!"

The girl smiled. "Long time no see, Arachne," she replied.

Snotlout swaggered forward with all the arrogance he was known for, undoubtedly about to make a futile move, but Astrid saw him coming and put a stop to it in typical Astrid fashion. As he attempted to twist his arm back into place, she took her glare off of him and onto the newcomer.

"Heather," she said simply.

"Astrid," Heather replied, an undercurrent of hostility present.

Sensing a potential fight about to break out, Hiccup hastily dragged Astrid away from the rest of the group. She was so shocked that it took her a few seconds to tear her arm out of his grasp.

"Seriously, Astrid?" Hiccup deadpanned. "You know better than to go around picking fights. And anyway, we're about to leave, remember?"

"B-B-But, it's… it's… you know, _her_!" protested Astrid.

Silencing her with a wave of his hand, Hiccup said, "Look, I don't know why you're still carrying a grudge against her. The whole Book of Monsters thing is over, and she's a friend now. And Batwings likes her."

The two of them stopped arguing for a moment and looked over at the others. They were just in time to see Batwings and Heather share a quick kiss, which Arachne and Snaketail were currently squealing over.

"Hmph," grumbled Astrid. "I'm still never gonna like her. She tried to take you away from me."

"She never –" Hiccup then paused and thought about that. "Astrid? What do you mean by that?"

All he got, initially, was a furious red blush and a good view of Astrid's back when she turned away.

But then, she deflated and turned back around to face him, saying, "You know how… weird our relationship has been these days? How I went from ignoring you to hanging out with you? How we've basically become like best friends? And then occasionally I come out and kiss you for whatever reason?"

Hiccup wasn't sure where she was going with this. "Yes…"

"Well, I hate it," Astrid told him emphatically. "I hate not knowing whether we're friends or something else. So I've decided we're going to make it official, so both of us know exactly what we are."

"Um… okay…?" the Haddock boy said, still uncertain.

Then, every ounce of his uncertainty was turned into complete and utter shock when Astrid grabbed him by his shirt and forced her lips onto his.

Once they parted with a wet smacking sound, she said bluntly, "You're my boyfriend. Any objections?"

It took a second or two, but Hiccup managed to unfreeze his voice. "Uh, no. No, not at all. I, uh… ahem… I'd be honored."

His stuttering made Astrid smile. In a completely un-Astrid fashion, she folded her arms around him and gave him another kiss, this one tender and heartfelt. Hiccup stiffened for a second, then relaxed and went with it.

_This is how things are going to be from now on,_ he supposed.

They parted again, and Astrid shot him a disapproving look. "Kiss me back, you turkey-brain."

Hesitantly, almost too nervous to move but also very unwilling to risk his new girlfriend's wrath, Hiccup leaned forward and gave her a peck on the lips.

"Hmm," Astrid hummed, a ghost of a smile on her face. "We'll work on that later.

When she left him to go join the rest of the group, Hiccup's not-so-subtle way of admiring how her hips moved was completely justified.

* * *

><p><strong>I'm a lot more satisfied with this chapter than I was when I first wrote it. Now with 50% more character development and shameless fluff!<strong>

**And yes, Arachne is a Hiccstrid shipper.**

**Reviews are nice, so give me some of those, please!**

**Next time: Defiant One**
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_**Chapter 20**_

_**Defiant One Part 1**_

* * *

><p><em>The life of a Viking can be difficult, harsh, and stormy. Nobody could make it through alone. Eventually you will have to rely on someone.<em>

_Unfortunately, we do not always get the chance to pick that someone._

* * *

><p><strong>Hiccup's House<strong>

"So…" Stoick said, trying to take it all in. "Tell me again about Batwings."

Sighing, Hiccup repeated, "That's just it, Dad. He's not coming back to Berk for a long while. He's… he kinda, sorta found a girl to settle down with, and –"

A chuckle cut the junior Haddock off. "You wouldn't happen to be talking about that young lass Heather, would you?" asked Stoick. "The one with whom he was so smitten with when she last visited?"

"Yes, Dad, that's her," his son responded, breathing another sigh. "So yeah. He and Mocktalk are gone, and Torch left this morning. Looks like it's just you, me, Sightless, Thornado, and Needlenose from here on out."

"Aye, that's the truth," Stoick replied heavily. "Shame they left – I was used to having him here."

Chuckling, Hiccup added, "On the bright side, we don't have to worry about Warble, Squawktalk, and Honker any more. The triplets are entirely Wings' problem now."

The Chief nodded, a distant look in his eyes. Hiccup knew that he wasn't happy – Batwings had only been his 'dragon ambassador' for a short while. He'd have to find someone else to represent Berk's dragon population until Wings came back.

"Anyway!" said Hiccup, cheerfully, and began edging toward the door. "I'm going to go and take Sightless to Goathi before bed… you know, to have a look at his wing… it'll be nice to finally have that splint off…"

Stoick saw right through him. "Ah ah ah. Aren't you forgetting something? It's Boot Ni–"

The sentence wasn't even fully out of his mouth when the footwear in question were thrown out of the house by a gagging Hiccup.

* * *

><p><strong>Sky over the Open Ocean<strong>

According to Goathi, Sightless' arm was still broken. Which meant yay, several more weeks with that stupid splint. Hiccup wouldn't mind, if he didn't keep running into dangerous situations that kept destroying the darned thing.

Sightless didn't mind at all, surprisingly. As far as he was concerned, he got to spend more time with Hiccup the longer his apparatus stayed attached to his wing. He hadn't yet figured out that Hiccup would be more than willing to fly him even after the vulnerable limb healed.

"This is _so_ lame!" Snotlout shouted. "Why are we even out here?!"

Oh yes – Hiccup and the others were currently flying in their standard formation, flying over the sea and getting farther and farther away from Berk by the second. The wind was awful, and the occasional flash of lightning illuminated the overcast sky.

"Because," the Haddock boy called back, "this is our first monster search-and-rescue mission!"

"I'm seeing a lot of _searching_, but not much _rescuing_!" his big-headed cousin retorted. "Do you even know where we are?"

"Dad says the fishing boat was last seen heading south," Hiccup replied, in a reasonable voice.

Lout was silent for all of two seconds. "You don't even know what you're talking about! There's nothing down there but water – I say we go north!"

"That's back in the direction of Berk, genius!" Snaketail yelled.

"Exactly!" Snotlout replied. "We're missing out on Gobber's Bullfango sausages back at the Meade Hall!"

Rolling her eyes, Astrid called out, "And if _Hiccup_ said we had to go north?"

She had a good point. No one really doubted that Snotlout would still complain even if Hiccup had ordered a search where the Jorgenson boy wanted.

"Are you trying to mess with my mind?" said boy demanded. "It's not gonna work! Nothing gets in here! _Nothing_!"

"Most reasonable thing you've said all day!" Arachne called, from the back of the group.

A glance over at Astrid and Blackhawk told Hiccup that the Hofferson girl and her Yian Garuga were getting quite sick of Snotlout's more-stubborn-than-usual attitude.

Fishlegs' nervous voice was somehow able to be heard over the wind. "Uh, guys, I can't really tell what the map says. Kind of hard to read from this angle!"

Currently, the wind was pushing the map into his face, so that was obvious.

"Know what, Hiccup?" Snotlout spoke up again. "I'm _done_ listening to you! North is where I want to go, so north is where I'm going!"

He tugged on Snotsnarl's horns, but the Tigrex shook his head and refused to budge.

"Hey! You work for _me_!" Lout said.

Growling, Snotsnarl jerked his head upwards, so that Snotlout smacked his chest painfully on his monster's tough skull. When the Jorgenson tugged on his horns again, Snotsnarl let out his equivalent of a sigh and did a U-turn, flying away from the group.

"Uh, are we just gonna let him go?" asked Tuffnut.

"Works for me," Ruff shrugged.

In his cousin's absence, Hiccup felt on top of the world. He sucked in a deep breath of chilly, refreshing afternoon air, and –

"Ahem," Astrid coughed. She was looking at him disapprovingly.

"Ugh, fine!" Hiccup said, reluctantly. "I'm going, I'm going. Lead the others back, and we'll go and get him. Come on, bud," he added to Sightless.

Letting out his signature scream, the Gore Magala caught the wind in his cape, somersaulted elegantly over the other Monster Riders, and went after Snotlout.

They weren't the only ones. Arachne soon steered Venomwing around and started to increase the Remobra's speed, trying to catch up to Hiccup.

"Where are you going?" cried Fishlegs in alarm.

"To warn them!" answered Arachne, throwing the words over her shoulder. "I have a really, really bad feeling about this!"

And then she was gone.

* * *

><p>Recently, Hiccup had faced a succession of disasters that no one else could muster the guts to take on. Like rescuing Astrid from Outcast Island, or flying into the heart of a thunderstorm caused by two powerful elder dragons. And then there was the time he had to sneak into Mildew's house…<p>

But so far, the Chief-to-be couldn't think of a single thing that topped what stood in his path now.

Snotlout and Snotsnarl were dead ahead, visible as little more than a dot in the far distance. True to his word, Snotlout was steering his monster due north, on a direct path toward Berk.

Unfortunately, there happened to be a gigantic, deadly, swirling funnel of water blocking his path. The waterspout looked at least two hundred feet in diameter, and the force of its suction was so powerful that clouds were being pulled in toward it, visible as a sort of fog that hung around the edges of the water-filled cyclone.

"Would you look at the size of that waterspout," breathed Hiccup.

Sightless growled. He was pretty sure that his human friend knew perfectly well that he _couldn't_ look at it. His name was 'Sightless', for crying out loud.

The one thing neither of them could figure out was… why in the name of Odin was Snotlout heading _straight for_ the titanic vortex of watery death?

"That waterspout is way too dangerous!" Hiccup shouted. He noticed that the atmosphere had begun to grow darker, courtesy of the dark grey clouds that the storm was pulling in.

If Snotlout was surprised to hear that he had been followed, he didn't show it. Instead, his darkened figure hollered back, "That's why I'm flying around it! Duh!"

Snotsnarl's wings beat more furiously as he turned left, adjusting his path so that he would skirt the edge of the waterspout instead of smacking into it. The only thing was, although he was a strong flier, he was a Tigrex, and Tigrexes were built more for the land than the sky. Even from Hiccup's distance, it was apparent that he was having a lot of difficulty resisting the waterspout's pull…

"You're cutting too close!" shrieked a voice, and a Remobra zipped past Sightless in pursuit of Snotlout.

_Arachne?_ Hiccup thought. _What's she doing here?_

Confident that he was fine, Snotlout flew along the edge of the waterspout, ignoring Snotsnarl's somewhat shaky flight. But then came a point where the wind, moving in the opposite direction, tugged on Snotsnarl's tail and wings so hard that he could no longer fly forward.

Hiccup felt a hot flash of panic. "Arachne! Look out!"

And that was when the chaos started.

The cold, wet air suddenly sucked Snotsnarl back toward the waterspout. The Tigrex roared in terror as he was flung backwards, sent into a series of uncontrolled head-over-tail backflips. Arachne screamed and ducked as the huge pseudowyvern breezed right past her, dead on course for the wall of water.

"WHOOOOAAAA, NONONONONONONO!" screeched Snotlout, unable to do anything but hold on for dear life.

Without hesitation, Hiccup and Arachne steered their monsters around and shot after their friend. Snotsnarl was visible just outside of the waterspout, flapping haphazardly. It appeared that he had somewhat regained control over himself, but only barely, and was unable to escape the pull of the waterspout. It was a miracle that they hadn't actually entered the cyclone yet.

Then, against all odds, Snotsnarl broke free of the wind's pull. Hiccup's heart leapt, and he dared to hope that they had made it out for good.

Unfortunately, the wind outside the waterspout was moving in the complete opposite direction. A headwind smashed into Snotsnarl the moment he escaped, and as tired as he was, there was no way he could fight it. The Tigrex went spinning over Hiccup's head, vanishing when he hit the clouds.

He was the lucky one. Snotlout, on the other hand?

"HELP ME, HICCUP! HEEEEEELP!" the Jorgenson boy screamed. Unable to fly, there was no way he could escape the winds that yanked him back toward the vortex of briny doom.

"Let's go, Arachne!" Hiccup yelled.

"We're not losing a Monster Rider today!" the girl agreed.

Together, they shot toward the waterspout, heedless of the risk that their monsters could be caught as well. The winds grew stronger the closer they got to the destructive storm, increasing their speed until it no longer felt like they were in control. The best Hiccup and Arachne could do was hang on.

When they were almost on top of it – their faces were being bombarded by a hail of stinging water droplets, and the wind felt strong enough to tear their hair out – the two would-be rescuers heard something. It was a sound that rang out loud and clear even over the howling and rushing of the waterspout, a melodious and mournful wail that made their bones vibrate.

Hiccup shot Arachne a look. It wasn't just him – she recognized the call, too.

Inside the depths of the waterspout, something silvery flashed past them. It didn't look like it was caught inside of it. No, it was big, and definitely in control.

"You think it could be… _him_?" asked Arachne.

"If it is, then we've got to get Snotlout out of there!" Hiccup told her. "Sightless, after him!"

Closer and closer the waterspout pulled the airborne Snotlout. Visible as only a black speck against the immensity of the storm, he spun dangerously fast toward the gigantic rushing wall of water. If he hit the surface, it would be with enough force to break every bone in his body.

Then furry wings obscured his vision, and sharp talons seized him. The world stopped spinning long enough for the Jorgenson boy to get a look at his rescuer.

"Sightless, get us out of here!" screamed Hiccup, tugging on the edge of the saddle as hard as he could. With extreme difficulty, the Gore Magala turned around and started to fly away from the storm.

Venomwing was having even more trouble. She and Arachne were significantly closer to the waterspout, and even with all of the snake wyvern's strength, it wasn't enough to move forward.

Another melodious cry pierced the din, ringing in Hiccup's head. The silvery thing from before appeared from the depths of the waterspout, rapidly getting closer to the edge. When it got close enough, Hiccup picked out enough details to get an idea of who was responsible for their dilemma.

The gigantic head of Ceadeus, the Sea God, broke through the spout with a mighty roar.

"What is that thing?" shouted Snotlout.

"Definitely not friendly!" Hiccup replied, and he and Sightless redoubled their efforts to escape.

His jaws open wide, the elder dragon lunged for the helpless Monster Riders. Luckily, he missed Arachne – but the larger of his two horns hit Venomwing and caused her to go off-balance. As Ceadeus exited his waterspout and plummeted toward the ocean, the Remobra released a hissing shriek and tumbled toward the cyclone, taking a screaming Arachne with her.

It was at that point Sightless stopped moving forward.

A horrid snapping sound brought Hiccup's gaze to Sightless' injured wing. He gasped in horror – the stress of flying against the wind had actually broke part of the splint clean in half. Frantically, the Haddock boy worked the stirrup, but to no avail. The splint wouldn't respond.

There was a tremendous splash as Ceadeus hit the water. But the end of his tail had only disappeared beneath the waves for a second when he reemerged, rocketing out of the ocean with his jaws soaring directly toward Hiccup and Sightless.

Yep, now was the time to do something extremely stupid.

"SNOTLOUT, HOLD ON!" shouted Hiccup, somehow managing to hear his own voice over the roar of the elder dragon.

He and Sightless stopped fighting the wind, and were instantly pulled back toward the waterspout. Ceadeus' monstrous jaws snapped shut with an echoing *crack* a millisecond later, and the whale-like elder dragon fell back into the sea.

Hiccup, Snotlout, and Sightless were sucked toward the waterspout at blinding speed. Although they were going at an angle, so they would probably spin around the outside of the cyclone for a bit, but they'd inevitably hit the main body of the storm and then be goners.

The last thing Hiccup heard before he blacked out was the roar of Ceadeus, a deep, rumbling bellow that came up from the abyss, radiating pent-up anger.

In response to the given command, the waterspout literally exploded. The shockwave sent two monsters and three humans sailing limply through the air. If they survived the landing, they'd be in for a shock when they realized where the explosion had carried them.

* * *

><p><strong>Docks<strong>

"Push, Gobber!" grunted Stoick, who was pulling a heavy wheelbarrow up the walkway that led toward the village.

"I'm pushin', Stoick," replied Gobber. His voice was devoid of strain, and he actually sounded faintly amused.

The Chief couldn't see it, but Gobber wasn't really doing any work at all. Normally he would, but… sometimes he just liked messing with his best friend.

"It certainly doesn't feel like it! Push harder!" Stoick snapped, none the wiser.

"Oh, there they are!" the blacksmith said, pointing up at the sky.

Indeed, coming in for a landing were five of the monsters that Stoick had sent on a search-and-rescue mission.

Hang on. Why only five?

"Ah, glad you're back!" he greeted them. "Good work. The boat has returned."

"Could've told us that before we left…" muttered Tuffnut. He caught Stoick's glare, and amended, "Um, that wasn't me, Chief. That was Ruff."

"Hey!" his sister scowled.

Stoick looked around again at the _five_ Monster Riders. "Where's Hiccup?"

"He had to double back to get Snotlout," explained Astrid. "Arachne went with him for some reason."

Hopping off of King, Tuff scoffed, "I said to leave him." But again, he corrected himself. "Uh, Ruff again! I don't know what her deal is."

So Hiccup, Snotlout, and Arachne had gone… that didn't bode well for Stoick. He frowned, wondering just what kind of trouble his son had gotten into this time.

"Nothin' ta worry about, Stoick!" Gobber assured him, reading his mind. "He'll be fine. You know how hard it is ta get him off tha' monster."

Snaketail muttered under her breath, "Unless something _throws_ him off."

* * *

><p><strong>Not Berk<strong>

It wasn't a surprise that Hiccup woke up painfully.

It _was_ a surprise, though, that he woke up at all.

The first thing he noticed, once he sat up and shook his head to dispel an oncoming headache, was the landscape. It was dark and grim, with no colors except for various dreary shades of grey and black. The terrain was rocky and mountainous, and the trees were tall, ashy, and skeletal. Certainly, it didn't look like the most forgiving place in the world.

_Great,_ Hiccup thought sarcastically_. I'm already off to a great start. Couldn't I have landed somewhere the least bit hospitable… Berk, maybe?_

"Snotlout?" he called tentatively. When he got no response, he tried, "Arachne? Sightless? Venomwing? Where are you?"

Then the roar of a monster pierced the otherwise still air, and his head shot up in alarm. He knew that particular roar.

"Sightless!" he yelled, not caring how loudly the shout echoed off of the many rugged hills around him. All that mattered was that his monster companion was here with him, possibly hurt. If either of them wanted to stand the best chance of survival, then they needed each other.

Running past a small grove of skeletal trees, Hiccup came to a hill overlooking a small clearing. On the stony ground in the middle of the relatively-flat area was a dark figure, lying on its side with its distinctive furry cloak spread messily over the ground.

"Oh, thank Thor, thank Thor," muttered Hiccup, half-running and half-sliding down the hill to get to the Gore Magala. "Come on, talk to me, bud. Are you okay?"

Slowly, Sightless raised his muzzle out from underneath one wing and gurgled faintly, assuring his rider that he was doing fine. But there was clearly something wrong with him – when Hiccup walked around to the Gore Magala's other side, he saw that the splint had been devastated, allowing Sightless' broken wing to splay out awkwardly.

"Great," Hiccup moaned. "The stirrup's still there, but the connecting rods are a mess. Oh, that clearly wasn't our best landing. Now what are we supposed to do?"

Distantly, a familiar voice resonated. It said, "You can start by getting me out of this stupid tree!"

It was Snotlout. The bigger of the two cousins had somehow landed in a very tall tree, his shirt snagged on one of its twisted limbs. His own limbs dangled helplessly beneath him.

Deciding without Hiccup's input to do something about the Jorgenson boy's situation, Sightless got to his feet, raised his head, and spat out a virus blast. The black fire smashed into the tree branch, snapping it in half and causing Snotlout to plummet to the ground.

Sidling up to the other boy's landing site, Hiccup commented, "Well that looked like it hurt."

Dazedly, Snotlout shook his head.

"You sure?" the Chief-to-be inquired. "Can you talk?"

After a moment, Snotlout did. "Go… suck… Giggi guts."

"And he's back!" proclaimed Hiccup, with a subtle degree of sarcasm. "Lucky for us. Now, where's Arachne?"

"Not sure," Snotlout grunted, getting up. "I was hanging from that tree for hours, and I didn't see any sign of her."

"What about Snotsnarl?"

That question gave Lout definite pause. Curiously at first, then more frantically, he turned his head from side to side, looking for the missing monster. He began to advance farther into the hostile landscape, eyes searching for any sign of the Tigrex.

"Snotsnarl!" he called. "_Snotsnarl_! Where are you? You get your butt over here right now!"

Finally, Snotlout stopped when he reached the edge of a massive drop-off. The landscape spread out for miles in front of him, revealing treacherous crags, fetid lakes, and dead forests. Above it all was a dark, dismal sky.

"Snotty?" whimpered Snotlout, beginning to lose hope. "Snotster?"

Walking forward to join him at the edge of the cliff, Hiccup murmured, "I don't think he's here."

"Obviously," Lout said bitterly. "Pigheaded pseudowyvern…"

"Don't worry," Hiccup assured. "We'll find him… and Arachne and Venomwing too. And then, we need to figure out how to get out of here."

Somewhere in the distance, a monster howled. The eerie noise, although neither teen would admit it, caused their spines to tingle unpleasantly.

* * *

><p><strong>Berk Monster Academy, a Day Later<strong>

Stoick stamped his foot impatiently, tearing his eyes away from the overcast sky where he had been searching for a sign of his son and nephew.

"Well, they've been gone for almost a day," he huffed. "Astrid, I thought you said they were right behind you?"

Just as worried as he was, the Hofferson girl offered, "M-Maybe they settled down somewhere to… wait out the storm."

Sensing her rider's concern, Blackhawk ducked down and nuzzled her with the side of her beak. Distractedly, Astrid scratched the Yian Garuga behind the ear and frowned.

All of a sudden… "I see something!" yelped Fishlegs.

Everyone dared look up, in the direction Legs was pointing. A monster was flying their way, wings beating slowly and tiredly, as if it had flown a long way to reach the academy. When it came closer, they could see that it wasn't just any monster.

"It's Snotsnarl!" Snaketail gasped.

Snotsnarl ceased flapping when he got close enough, slamming into the ground on all fours. It was clear that the Tigrex was far too agitated to have managed a regular landing – he was stomping in place and whipping his head about, roaring all the while.

Fearlessly, Stoick approached the confused Snotsnarl and raised his hand in a calming gesture. Snotsnarl saw him and gave up his tantrum, nudging his muzzle into the Chief's palm somewhat affectionately.

"If Snotsnarl is here," wondered Fishlegs, "then where's Snotlout?"

"And where are Hiccup and Arachne?" Astrid added, her tone definitely more worried than Fishlegs.

Stoick didn't hesitate. "Grab your monsters, kids. We're heading out to find them."

* * *

><p><strong>Not Berk, Nightfall<strong>

Thunder rumbled, and lightning flashed. As night fell, Hiccup was vividly reminded of the last time he saw a thunderstorm – the fires, the angry mob demanding Sightless' head, the terrible elder dragons… he shuddered and tried to think of something else.

Currently, Hiccup was working on putting together the scraps of material he had found. There were several vines he had found growing amongst some rocks, each of them strong enough to tie the broken splint back together. A few pieces of the stirrup had fallen off, but that was nothing that a few drops of sticky tree sap couldn't fix.

But in the end, there was still a major problem. One of the main connecting rods that held Sightless' wing in place was bent.

"Alrighty, that should work!" Hiccup proclaimed with satisfaction. He walked away from the stirrup and again looked over the faulty connecting rod. "This, on the other hand, may be a little tougher."

Spotting a boulder nearby, Hiccup took the connecting rod and wedged it underneath. With both hands, he pushed down on the rod, using all of his strength to un-bend it. The rod, however, had other ideas, slipping out of his grasp and whacking him in the cheek.

Meanwhile, Snotlout had been rummaging around in his cousin's saddlebag. Ignoring the strident cries of pain that came from the lankier of the duo, he said angrily, "There is nothing to eat in here, Hiccup. What kind of search-and-rescue mission is this?"

"Uh, instead of complaining, why don't you try and help me?" retorted Hiccup. He really didn't have time for the arrogant Jorgenson's nonsense.

"I _am_ trying to help you," claimed Lout. "I'm teaching you about survival. You don't leave home without proper supplies, and at the top of that list is _food_!" To illustrate his point, he pulled out a loaf of bread.

"Food, huh?" Hiccup drawled. He pointed to the bread. "Kind of like what you have in your hand?"

Snotlout snorted. "What, you mean this day-old biscuit? It even has a little spot of mold right – _hey_!"

With one smooth motion, Hiccup had snatched the bread. "We've got bigger problems than a biscuit!"

Eagerly, Sightless jumped forward and gobbled up the loaf as if it was the world's most delicious treat. Satisfied, the eyeless monster burped out a small puff of virus.

"He took my biscuit!" Snotlout protested. "And almost gave me eel pox! What kind of monster takes a sick man's biscuit? You know, his bad manners are a reflection on _you_."

Hiccup, not willing to spend another moment dealing with him, had begun to walk away, back to where he had left the connecting rod. Again, he tried to bend it back into shape using the boulder as leverage. Again, he failed.

"Give me that," sighed Snotlout, pushing the scrawny boy aside. "You're doing it all wrong. You've got to put some muscle into it. Oops, I forgot, you can't." He snickered madly at his little joke, then began to bend the connecting rod.

The wrong way.

"Be careful, Lout," warned Hiccup. "If you do that, there's a chance it'll –"

*_Snap!_*

Handing him the pieces, Snotlout said with a smirk, "You wanted two of them, right?"

"Nope," snapped Hiccup. "Good job. That was _literally_ our only chance at going home."

To his complete annoyance, Snotlout waved him off. "Not my fault your monster only has one wing. Just get another rod!"

Pushed to the breaking point, Hiccup shouted, "Don't you understand? _We have no idea where we are!_"

All of a sudden, Sightless reared his head back and screamed, tired of the argument. The terrible sound did the trick, and the cousins backed off, their heated glares making it apparent that neither of them was done with the other.

Then, Hiccup heard something that made his blood run cold.

Voices. Headed their way.

* * *

><p>When Arachne started to stir, the first thing she noticed was that everything hurt. She was so sore and so tired that she couldn't rally any motivation to move – at least until something nudged her painfully in the gut.<p>

The little Philston girl let out a quiet groan and sat up, her crusty eyes glued shut. Raising an arm to rub the gunk out of them, she managed to unstick her eyelids enough to peek out at the world around her. What she saw astonished and frightened her.

She was sitting on a coastline of some sort, on a rocky beach with the calm, steady waves lapping at her toes. But by no means was this some island paradise – in fact, of all the places she had hoped to wake up in, this was probably the least inviting. Between the mountainous craggy terrain, the dead trees, the darkness (it was probably nighttime), and the jagged spears of rock stabbing up through the water not too far from land, it was like a scene out of a nightmare.

The fact that Arachne was completely alone did _not_ help matters.

"Venomwing?" she called out feebly. Mentally, she cursed herself. There was no way anyone would hear _that_.

"Venomwing!" she called again, more loudly this time. "Hiccup? Snotlout? Sightless? Is anyone there?"

Suddenly, Arachne felt something push on her again, this time against her ribs. Because her body was still aching somewhat, she let out a grunt of pain and looked down to see what was prodding her.

It was a dragon, but a very small one, about the size of her leg. The undersized reptile was slate grey in color and vaguely resembled a tiny Thunderdrum, except for its more boat-shaped body and its spinier tail and wings.

"Hey, I know what you are," Arachne said to it. "You're a Smothering Smokebreath! How did you end up here with me?"

The Smokebreath emitted a sad-sounding warble and looked meaningfully out at the ocean. It fluttered its wings, and Arachne could see now that one was slightly bent.

"Oh, were you caught in the storm too?" she asked it, feeling sorry for it.

The Smokebreath warbled again and nodded its broad head, waving its bent wing in a pathetic sort of way.

Arachne thought for a second, then brightened. "I know! We can stick together for now. After all, we're both small and vulnerable on our own, and having company will make it seem less lonely here. Right?"

It seemed that the Smokebreath perked up at the idea of sticking with her. The dragon chirped, small puffs of smoke curling out from its jaws.

"Alright!" confirmed Arachne, picking it up and carefully placing it on her shoulder. "From now until further notice, we're a team. Let's go find my monster… uh… what should I call you?"

The most she got from the Smokebreath was a dubious look.

"Okay, this is awkward…" the Philston girl muttered. She took off her helmet and smoothed down her somewhat messy brown hair. "Um… Cuddles? I mean, you're pretty warm for a reptile – which I guess makes sense, because duh, you're a dragon…"

A chirp cut off her rambling. It didn't seem as though the Smokebreath had any objections to being named.

Just then, there was a sudden commotion from somewhere farther inland. Faint noises were coming from up the rocky slope leading up from the beach, and steadily getting closer. Suddenly scared out of her wits, Arachne hurriedly wedged herself in a crevice and made herself as small as possible. Cuddles hissed, but stopped when the ten-year-old put a finger to her lips.

"You hear that?" a voice rasped.

"Over there," another, deeper one growled.

Arachne heard footsteps, and suppressed a whimper. She didn't dare try and shove herself farther into her hiding spot, for fear that her boots would scrape against the ground and give her away.

Cuddles hissed, this time more loudly and with a generous amount of smoke.

"Would you be quiet?" Arachne hissed back at him (or her). "For all we know, we could be on a hostile island."

The dragon rolled his (or her) eyes. _Please,_ it looked like he (or she) was saying. _How hostile could it be?_

"Those are wild monster tracks alright!" the deeper voice announced. "Looks to be one of them there flyin' snake wyverns, headin' south."

_Venomwing!_ Arachne thought.

"Good," growled the raspier voice. "I'm in the mood for killing."

The Philston girl shot Cuddles a death glare. _Is that hostile enough for you?_

Eventually, the voices grew fainter in her ears, until all she could hear was her breathing. Gingerly, Arachne crawled out of the tight crevice and peeked over the ledge. No one was there.

"Come on, Cuddles," she whispered, making sure the Smokebreath was secure on her shoulder. "We've got to find my Remobra before… *gulp*… those guys do."

She broke into a run, and the beach was empty in seconds.

* * *

><p>Sweat running down his neck, Hiccup turned his head to look at Snotlout. Neither of them felt brave enough to move away from the boulder just yet, which they had plastered themselves against. Only a second earlier, a hairy Viking had thrust his face up to a gap in the twisted rock formation, hoping for a monster to hunt.<p>

That wasn't even half as disturbing as the identity of who was with him. The other man was tall and unpleasant, with a big mustache and a bone club. There were a lot of tall, unpleasant, mustached Vikings in the world, but Hiccup only knew of one that carried a femur around.

"Nothin' over here," the hairier man grunted, his foul breath making Hiccup and Snotlout both wince. He moved away from their hiding spot.

Soon, the two were gone, and the cousins were safe again.

'Safe', though, wasn't a word Hiccup felt very inclined to use on this island.

"I know where we are now," he quavered.

"That was Savage," added Snotlout, eyes bugging.

Hiccup didn't want to say the words, but he did anyway – "Lout, we're on Outcast Island."

It didn't take long for them to leave their hiding spot and begin sneaking across the landscape, Sightless in tow. If they stayed in that one spot, they'd be discovered eventually. No, it was better if they stayed on the move. That way, they could evade the Outcasts a little bit longer – long enough, maybe, to find a way back to Berk.

"Outcast Island," Hiccup lamented nearly an hour later. "I can't believe this. We've really got to fix this connecting rod and get out of here, or we are _dead men_."

On the word 'dead', the Haddock boy turned to face Snotlout. The arrogant loudmouth didn't even seem like he was paying attention, content with stuffing his ugly face with… berries?

His annoyance evaporating, Hiccup cautioned, "Um, Lout, I'm not so sure that you should be eating those berries."

"Well," Snotlout replied evenly, "I'm not so sure you should be telling me what to eat, especially after your dumb Magala ate my biscuit!"

Sightless smelled the black fruits in the Jorgenson's hand and leaned in for an inquisitive sniff. For his troubles, his muzzle got pushed away from the interesting scent.

"Hey, back off!" insisted Snotlout. "These are _mine_!"

"Those berries could be poisonous," continued Hiccup. His level of concern was rapidly dropping, since a larger and larger part of him was willing to let Snotlout suffer for his idiocy.

And the other boy was supposed to be teaching him about survival. Honestly…

"We're on Outcast Island," Lout argued, stuffing more possibly-poisonous berries into his mouth. "We're going into battle. We need to build up our strength, which is a concept you know _nothing_ about."

"Battle the Outcasts," Hiccup repeated, dryly. "What, just the two of us? Without our weapons? I left my Hunter's Dagger back at the academy, and as I recall, your Brazen Clout fell into the sea. And you think we can battle an army of Outcasts?"

He turned his back on Snotlout, shaking his head, and then got his reply.

"Abtholutely."

Hiccup stopped. "Wait, what?"

"I thaid," Snotlout lisped, "abtholutely. Ath in, 'uff coath'."

Only now did Hiccup turn back around and get a good look at what had happened to Snotlout. Face stained with berry juice, and tongue bright red and swollen to over three times its size, the Jorgenson boy was an 'abtholute' mess.

"Oh, for the love of…" the Chief-to-be muttered. Beside him, Sightless detected the heat signature of Snotlout's swollen tongue, and barked out a scream of laughter. "I told you not to eat those berries!"

"Why, whath wong?" asked a bewildered Snotlout.

Wordlessly, Hiccup pointed to a nearby puddle of stagnant water, where his cousin could clearly peer in and see his reflection. Which he did.

He clapped his hands to his face in horror. "Oh no, I'm hideouth!"

_If by 'hideous', you mean more ugly than usual…_ Hiccup thought irritably, but kept that to himself. Instead, he sighed, "Give me my satchel, I may have something that can help with your tongue."

Rather suspiciously, Snotlout rubbed his neck. "… Thathel…?"

That was probably the worst word to let roll off his bloated tongue.

Consequently, Hiccup froze, all kinds of awful scenarios running through his mind. "Ohhhh, no no no no noooooo. Do _not _tell me you just left it there. If someone finds that 'thathel', we're done! It has the Berk crest on it!"

"Welakth," Snotlout assured him. "Weah thafe! Twutht me, no one'th gonna fine it."

It might have been how goofy Lout sounded with that stupid berry-induced lisp, but Hiccup didn't take him seriously.

* * *

><p>The saddlebag lay there on the rocks, as obvious as a bloodstain on a patch of snow. A greasy hand picked it up and held it upside down – even in that position, the owner of the hand knew the Berk crest when he saw it.<p>

"Oh, Alvin needs to see this," chuckled Savage.

* * *

><p><strong>You know, I wasn't planning on having that Ceadeus appear again until I wrote HTTYD 2. But then I saw that giant waterspout in the episode, and… well…<strong>

**Seriously, what does he have against Hiccup? First a lightning bolt, and now he's trying to **_**eat**_** him. What a jerk.**

**And I really want a Smokebreath named Cuddles now.**

**Next chapter, coming soon!**

**Snotlout: "Give uth thome reviewth, chumpth!"**
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_**Chapter 20**_

_**Defiant One Part 2**_

* * *

><p>The nighttime thunderstorm continued on its way, refusing to let down any rain but more than happy to provide booming thunderclaps and the occasional lightning bolt. Down on land, it was business as usual in the Outcast monster-training ring.<p>

Of course, 'business as usual' meant angry monsters and soldiers getting their butts kicked.

A slimy Khezu opened its grotesque mouth and released an ear-splitting, distorted scream that drowned out the shouts and war cries of the many Outcasts that were attempting to get close to it. Its worm-like neck slithered out, allowing it to snatch one of the barbarians by the head. While its sharp, uneven teeth crunched down on his skull, the Khezu's pulsating veins suddenly glowed blue and crackled with electricity, releasing a devastating charge that scattered all around it. Outcasts were sent running, not wanting to be caught by the barrier.

All except one, that is.

"I like this one!" Alvin grunted, heaving the startled Khezu by the tail. "It's got the right spirit!"

With his mighty Viking strength, Alvin the Treacherous swung the vile flying wyvern around in circles before suddenly letting go of its tail, sending it flying into its cage. The barred door slammed shut in the Khezu's face.

Scowling, Alvin kicked the door out of spite. "Will I never get these monsters ta do what I want?!"

"What you need is that book," recommended one Outcast, standing guard over a distraught Espinas.

Alvin clenched his fist. "No, what we need is Stoick's boy!"

A shout caught his attention. It was Savage, presumably back from that scouting party Alvin had sent him on earlier. Without bothering to explain himself, the scrawnier man tossed what looked like a satchel to his boss, who caught it by the strap and examined it.

What he saw cleared up his bad mood immediately.

"The Berk crest!" Alvin laughed. "Is it me birthday?"

One Outcast muttered to another, "Uh, I didn't get him anything. What does he like?"

"Stop gossipin', and bring me the owner of this bag!" the Outcast leader bellowed, shutting the soldier up.

"Alive?" asked another.

Still smiling, Alvin shrugged amiably. "Sure, why not? Fer now."

* * *

><p>Arachne peered over the ledge and into the monster-training arena. This was her first time seeing Alvin and his cohorts attempt to train monster, and she was simultaneously fascinated and amused.<p>

"Oh, even I know how to train a Khezu!" she giggled. "Anyway, we need to get down to business. Cuddles, do you see any Remobras in there?"

She stretched out her arm. Clambering across the limb as nimbly as a squirrel, the Smothering Smokebreath perched on her hand and scanned the arena. In a moment, he chirped (Arachne had thought about it, and decided that Cuddles was male) and climbed back onto her shoulder.

"Nothing?" the Philston girl asked. When Cuddles shook his head, she pounded her fist on the ground in frustration. "Drat. She could be anywhere by now."

Now the Outcasts seemed to be in some kind of hurry. They were all rushing about and grabbing battered weapons, then running out the gate while yelling their dumb battle cries. Alvin, though, stayed behind, as well as a couple of the guards.

Suddenly, the gateway to the training ring opened up, and two more Outcast soldiers walked in. They were dragging along a new monster for their collection, one with its black-and-red wings tied to its sides and its snake-like head clamped shut. Its tail and legs thrashed around as it tried to get free.

Hadn't Arachne just got finished saying that Venomwing could be anywhere? It was funny how the universe worked sometimes.

"Alright, Cuddles, they've got her," she muttered, eyes trained on her monster friend. As she watched, the snake wyvern was thrown into an empty caged and locked in, and Alvin ambled over to examine her.

Sharing a determined look with her new companion, Arachne said, "Time for us to think up a plan. And when we do, we'll break Venomwing out!"

* * *

><p>While all of this was going on at the training ring, Hiccup and Snotlout were still hiding out in the wilds of Outcast Island. They were very close to what looked like Alvin's stronghold, which seemed to be a big crag jutting out of the side of a mountain.<p>

Hiccup adjusted his grip on his spyglass and examined the stronghold more closely. He could clearly see the doors, guards, and catapult towers built on and around the haphazard hodgepodge of stone and wood. Flying monsters circled around the hideout, calling out to each other. However, none of this was what he was interested in.

"There it is…" murmured Hiccup, spotting a building located a short ways away from the mountain. It was another messy-looking building made out of wood and stone, but this one had smoke rising from a chimney at the top. "We just need to wait until the blacksmith leaves, then I can sneak in there and make a new connecting rod…"

He heard Snotlout grunt with disgust. "'ow long do I 'ave thoo leave my thung in heah? It'th dithguthing. I thaw Thightleth thpit in it."

"He did indeed," confirmed Hiccup. Grinning to himself, he went on, "But… but, ah, Gore Magala saliva has _incredible_ healing properties!"

Reality check – no it didn't.

None the wiser, Snotlout held the bowl of monster spit closer to his mouth. All he really had to do was wait until the swelling in his tongue went down. As long as he thought it would take care of his condition, though, Hiccup didn't have to worry about any complaints.

"Ugh, thith thayth like yak pieth," the Jorgenson boy lisped.

Okay, so they were still complaints.

But Hiccup could get a decent laugh out of them.

* * *

><p><strong>Sky over the Open Ocean<strong>

Another search-and-rescue mission was underway, this time with Stoick leading the Berk Monster Riders on Needlenose. Beside him, at the front of the flock, was Snotsnarl. The Tigrex flew the fastest out of all the monsters, so desperate was he to be reunited with his missing rider.

"Whoa, whoa, whoa!" exclaimed Gobber, currently sitting on Snotsnarl's neck. The blacksmith hadn't had time to get Silversol, or even the Gold Rathian that occasionally visited his smithy. He had no choice but to pair up with the agitated Snotsnarl, who flew way too rough for Gobber to get comfortable. It was like the monster didn't even know he was there.

"Easy there!" Gobber yelled, after an abrupt dip in Snotsnarl's flight pattern caused him to be jostled up and down. "Woo, Tigrex, yer givin' me a bumpy ride! Good thing I wore me iron skivvies!"

Eyes darting around wildly, like a hyper Grapple Grounder, Snotsnarl didn't pay any attention to his passenger. His nostrils were opening and closing constantly, like he was trying to find Snotlout through smell.

"That's it, Snotsnarl!" cheered Snaketail, holding on tightly as Twinhorn butted through the winds. "Follow your rider's scent!"

"It's _Snotlout_," drawled Astrid, "how hard could that be?"

"Are we there yet?" asked Tuffnut.

Stoick gave him a 'don't-you-dare-start-this-now' look. "No!"

"But I've gotta go to the bathroom," whined Ruffnut.

Needlenose shrieked, tossing his head in annoyance. He didn't have the patience for the Thorston twins right now, either.

"You should have gone before we left!" snapped Stoick. He urged the Anorupatisu forward, keeping pace with Gobber and Snotsnarl.

Tuff patted his head. "That's what your helmet's for," he told his sister. "I just used it, see?"

He tossed his metal headgear to Ruff, who caught it. "Cooooool," she smirked. "That's so gross, it's awesome."

Stoick was about to steer Needlenose over there and separate the two of them by force if he had to, because their banter was really wearing his patience thin, when suddenly, there was a shout from Gobber.

"I think the monster's got a scent!" he crowed.

Sure enough, Snotsnarl made a banking turn and doubled his speed, beating his wings with a combination of desperation and excitement. He definitely caught a whiff of Snotlout.

_I don't envy him,_ thought Astrid, screwing up her face in disgust.

* * *

><p><strong>Outcast Island<strong>

The darkness of night still lay thick on Outcast Island, providing Hiccup and Snotlout with the perfect cover as they made their way closer to Alvin's stronghold.

"Come on!" urged Hiccup. "Hurry! We don't know how long the blacksmith is going to be gone."

Not paying attention, Snotlout said to himself, "Betty Boda bought a bit of bitter butter. And, said she, 'This butter's bitter. If I bought a bit of better butter –'"

"What. Are. You. _Doing_?" Hiccup bit.

"Enjoying my tongue again!" replied Snotlout, sticking out a pink normal-sized tongue, as opposed to the bright red swollen one he had an hour earlier.

"Great," the Chief-to-be muttered. "I'm glad at least one of us is."

Hiccup continued walking down the uneven slope toward the smithy in the distance, when all of a sudden, there was an explosion of dust and pebbles as something rampaged out of a hidden gap between two rock formations. It was a massive, muscular pseudowyvern, its dinosaurian jaws snapping with hunger, reminding Hiccup of a more violent version of –

"Snotsnarl!" exclaimed Snotlout, overjoyed to see the Tigrex.

The Tigrex whipped its head around to face him, the wild look in its red eyes giving its intentions away. It unleashed a roar that distorted the air around it, deafened Hiccup, and knocked Snotlout halfway back up the hill.

"Not Snotsnarl…" he choked.

As the huge monster stomped into the moonlight, Hiccup noticed its colors. Its coat of scales weren't a colorful orangey-yellow, they were a deep brownish-black, like coal mixed with mud. And then there was the fact that its roar was stronger than an ordinary Tigrex like Snotsnarl…

"It's a Brute Tigrex!" shouted Hiccup. "Lout, get out of there!"

Instantly, Sightless leapt to their defense. He did his usual threat display – flicking his horns forward and planting his arms on the ground in preparation for battle – and screamed a challenge at the angry Brute Tigrex. The larger monster growled gutturally and stalked in a circle around the Gore Magala, its eyes narrowed in its search for a weak point.

"Sightless, stop!" Hiccup ordered.

Reluctantly, Sightless retreated, raising his arms in a silent warning to the Brute Tigrex. Hiccup quickly got in between them and held out a hand to keep Sightless still, then closed his eyes and extended his other hand toward the aggressive pseudowyvern.

The Brute Tigrex calmed somewhat, observing Hiccup's outstretched hand closely, then nosed itself forward and allowed the boy to make contact with its snout. Hiccup felt its coal-colored scales under his palm – while they looked rough from a distance, they were actually very smooth if you rubbed them the right way…

Arrows and Bowgun shots whistled through the air, separating Hiccup from the newly-tamed monster. The Outcasts had arrived, armed to the teeth with crossbows, Lances, and Bowguns!

"The Berk intruders!" bellowed one of the barbarians. "It's the Monster Conqueror!"

Hiccup, Snotlout, and Sightless booked it, allowing the angered Brute Tigrex to buy them some time with its powerful arms and destructive roars. The three of them – the two teens and their monster – dove into a nearby gorge, and began to run through the twisting paths. Almost immediately, they heard the shouts of the pursuing Outcasts.

They got to a fork in the road. Because the right path was blocked off by what seemed to be a rockslide, Snotlout ran left, and Hiccup began to follow him. "Circle back around, bud!" he told Sightless. "We'll meet up again after you've lost them."

Understanding, the Gore Magala leapt out of the gorge and scrambled up onto flat ground using all six of his limbs. The Outcasts came up the path a mere second later, and yelled when they saw the end of Sightless' tail disappearing over the lip of the small canyon. Without hesitation, they gave chase.

Once they were gone, Hiccup and Snotlout ran back to the fork in the path and used the rockslide to climb back out of the gorge. They made it out in time to see Sightless disappear behind a rock formation, leading the Outcasts on a wild Jaggi chase.

"Good, they're gone," Hiccup said, short of breath. "We'll wait until Sightless gets back, then head to the blacksmith's shop."

"No way!" hissed Snotlout. "I'm not going anywhere near that place! You almost got us caught."

Momentarily struck speechless, Hiccup protested, "_I_ almost got – the only reason the Outcasts know we're here is because _you_ lost the satchel with the Berk crest on it!"

"Well, who brought the satchel with the Berk crest on it to Outcast Island?!" Snotlout retorted.

"I had no idea we were _going_ to Outcast Island!" the Chief-to-be argued. "If you hadn't gone flying into that elder dragon's path…"

Lout's voice reached a worrying volume. "So you're not prepared, and _I_ get blamed!"

"Okay, okay," Hiccup started anew, his voice calm. "If you don't like my ideas, then please, _please_, let me hear one of yours."

Silence.

"Precisely as I suspected," he muttered. He then ran up to greet Sightless, who came loping around a corner. "There you are. Good job, bud. At least someone's pulling their weight around here…"

That was it. Snotlout couldn't keep quiet for any longer. "Oh, you are so smug."

"Me?!" asked Hiccup incredulously.

The Jorgenson boy's pent-up frustration came pouring out. His voice took on a bitter, mocking tone. "Hiccup's _so_ smart. Hiccup's _so_ brave. _He_ killed the Fatalis. _He_ trained the monsters. _He's_ got the metal leg."

And now Hiccup himself felt the need to burst. "_Metal leg_?! That's what's bothering you? That's where you're going, 'metal leg'?!"

"NO!" yelled Snotlout. "It's everything the freakin' leg is attached to!"

"Okay, well, deal with it, Snotlout," Hiccup snapped. Ignoring how his voice broke with anger, he continued, "Because as of right now, Snotsnarl's gone, Arachne and Venomwing are stuck somewhere else on this island, and I am literally all you've got!"

"Oh, you think I _need_ you?" Snotlout barked out a bitter laugh. "I _don't_ need you. I'll go find Arachne and head off to Berk myself."

He went and did just that.

"Well, then I don't need you!" Hiccup shouted after his retreating figure. "Go on, leave! Come on, it's him, right?" he added to Sightless.

If Sightless had eyes, he would have rolled them.

* * *

><p><strong>Elsewhere<strong>

The Berk Monster Riders hadn't been following Snotsnarl for very long when Fishlegs suddenly spotted something. "Guys!" he cried. "There's something in the water down there!"

"I've got it!" insisted Astrid. "Blackhawk, tail flip!"

Cawing affirmatively, the purple bird wyvern angled her wings so that she could soar down to the surface of the water. Steadying herself with a few extra flaps, Blackhawk swung her tail downwards and caught the floating object. Blackhawk then made her way back to the group, snapping her tail upwards this time so that the thing would land in Astrid's lap.

When the blonde girl got a closer look at it, she suddenly wished that Fishlegs hadn't noticed it in the first place.

"A piece of Sightless' splint," she murmured grimly. The wind caught her words and blew them to the rest of the group.

"Sightless broke his splint," gasped Fishlegs. "If he doesn't have a splint, he can't fly. If he can't fly, they can't fly! If they can't fly –"

"Enough!" shouted Stoick. "My boy and the others are probably stranded at sea. We'll fly close to the water!"

The Berk Monster Riders soared down, following the Chief's orders while still on Snotsnarl's trail.

"Good," grunted Ruff. "I really need to rinse out my helmet."

* * *

><p><strong>Back on Outcast Island<strong>

Snotlout stopped and stretched out his back with a satisfying *pop*. It had taken a while, but his work was finally complete. He stepped back to admire the finished product, a virtual mess of large sticks and rocks held together with vines.

"Heh, I don't need Hiccup," he repeated to himself. "See, this turned out just fine! He's not the only one who can come up with a good idea! I'll show him."

With minimal difficulty, Snotlout picked up the raft and carefully threw it into the water. It began to slowly float out to sea, and with a triumphant smirk, Snotlout jumped onto it.

"Yes!" he cheered, as it floated further out. "Snotlout, Snotlout, oi oi… oiiii…"

He trailed off just in time to take a deep breath, and his head went under the water.

Fortunately, the Jorgenson boy surfaced a few seconds later, dragging his weight back to shore before collapsing in an exhausted, waterlogged heap. His clothes felt like they had gained ten pounds, and his heart was pretty heavy too. Then there was the injury his pride had suffered.

"Good thing he wasn't here to see that…" Snotlout muttered, closing his eyes.

When he opened them again, he was face-to-face with a terrifying muzzle sporting an evil predator's grin.

The scream that pealed from Snotlout's mouth was far more high-pitched and girly than he would ever care to admit. He scrambled backward on his hands and feet until he felt his arm touch water, and turned his fear-widened eyes toward the beast. It was pitch-black, cloaked in wings of darkness and trailing black wisps of fog…

"Sightless?" he asked doubtfully.

Hearing his name, the Gore Magala nodded his head and replied with a strange sound, somewhere between his familiar scream and a cheerful chirp.

Getting to his feet, Snotlout hollered, "Wherever you're hiding, Hiccup, I still don't need you!"

That was when Sightless loped down to the entrance of the enclosed path that Snotlout had taken to reach this spot. Restlessly, he ran around in circles as if chasing his tail, occasionally stopping only to flap his wings and stomp his forelegs in a harried manner. He looked strangely desperate.

Suspicious now, Snotlout tried again. "Hiccup! Hiccup? Are you there, buddy?"

Sightless rushed back over to him and ducked his head, then scooped Snotlout up onto his shoulders and took him to the path. Once they got there, the monster twisted his head around as best he could to look up at the Jorgenson.

Now, Lout wasn't exactly a monster whisperer, but gradually, it dawned on him.

"Oh, I get it," he gasped. "Hiccup needs my help!"

Letting out a scream, Sightless ran full speed down the path, with a determined Snotlout gripping his saddle. For even though Hiccup was weak, cautious, and no fun at all, he was still family.

_It's hero time!_ Snotlout thought, urging Sightless to go faster. There was a Monster Rider to be rescued!

* * *

><p>It didn't take long to reach the blacksmith's shop, where Snotlout had last seen his cousin. However, Sightless carried him all the way to the front door, where a crude gate barred their way. Snotlout kicked the mishmash of iron bars aside without any effort, and it clattered loudly to the ground.<p>

The only sound was the crackle of the smithy's fires, which were still going strong, giving the shop a warm red glow. But Snotlout didn't feel comforted.

"Hiccup?" he called. "Hiccup, come on out! Stupid monster, he's not even here!" he added to Sightless, who was waiting outside.

Walking curiously around the forge, Snotlout's foot suddenly came down on something. There was a quiet clanging sound, like the iron gate hitting the ground, but on a much smaller scale. Lifting his foot, Snotlout saw that he had stepped on a thin metal rod.

"Hmm…" he hummed. "This looks kinda familiar."

Then a sound from behind made him turn around, and he yelled in fear when he saw an Outcast sneaking up on him with a deadly Great Sword in hand!

Instantly, Sightless came back upon hearing the Jorgenson boy's shout. He felt the Outcast's heat signature through his retracted horns, and had no idea where the barbarian had come from. But it looked like he had closed the gate while Sightless was gone – all the Gore Magala could do was stick his head in through a gap in the bars.

For now, it looked like Hiccup's loud and unpleasant cousin was on his own.

Acting on instinct, Snotlout grabbed something from off the anvil beside him, which turned out to be a large and heavy Hammer made from a red Steel Uragaan jaw. Reminded of his old weapon, which had fell into the ocean near Siren Island, Snotlout felt a surge of confidence as he felt the familiar grip of the handle and weight of the rock-hard jawbone. That was all he needed to spur himself into battle.

The Outcast, presumably the local blacksmith, was using a Great Sword made with what looked like Rathalos scales. He wielded it with confidence on par with Snotlout's, swinging the obscenely heavy blade again and again. Snotlout ducked under a swing, which came so close that he could literally feel the power behind it, and struck with his Hammer. The blow resounded with the Outcast's chain mail, and knocked the man off balance. Taking advantage of that, Snotlout kicked out with his foot – the Outcast stumbled from the kick, and Snotlout gave him one last bash with his Hammer that sent him flying into a pile of unfinished weapons.

"Score one for the Snotlout!" the arrogant Jorgenson cheered. "I think I'll keep this Hammer for myself!" He pounded the Hammer on the ground, and the bright red jawbone released what looked like a few drops of lava. The drops hissed when the hit the ground.

"Now that's weird," Lout commented. "Oh, what was Hiccup saying the other day at the academy? Something about using Steel Uragaan parts to make weapons… oh yeah! He said they have super-hot chins, and using one in a weapon gives it the Fire element. Isn't that cool, Sightless?"

The Gore Magala replied by letting out an urgent scream. Snotlout spun around and saw the Outcast blacksmith stalking toward him, holding his Great Sword at the ready.

All of a sudden, he swung the weapon. The strike was slow, but extremely powerful, and it took Snotlout by surprise. The Steel Uragaan weapon was knocked clear out of his hand, and landed just in front of Sightless. When Lout went to go get it, he was cut off by another Great Sword swing, and he tripped over a stray barrel. He fell on his rear, and immediately, the Outcast bore down on him. The barbarian raised his gigantic sword, ready to cleave Snotlout in half with it.

There was only one thing to do. Death looming closer than it ever had in his life, Snotlout shared a significant look with Sightless. In that moment, they knew exactly how they would get out of this one.

Letting out a harsh scream, Sightless launched a roiling ball of virus at the ground. The blast knocked the Hammer across the smithy and right into Snotlout's waiting palm. While the Outcast was still busy recuperating from the suddenness of the virus blast, the Jorgenson boy leapt to his feet and swung the Hammer with all his might.

He succeeded in knocking the blacksmith clear across the room with the blow. Sightless sensed the man flying his way, so he poked his head forward and headbutted him away. The Outcast hit the wall so hard that there was no choice for him but to black out. His burly form slumped to the ground, and Snotlout knew he had won.

"You know what, Sightless?" he remarked. "We make a really good team! I might not give you back."

The Gore Magala snarled.

"Kidding," Lout insisted, holding up his hands in surrender.

Just then, Sightless' head swung up, as if he had detected something. He turned toward a cliff in the near distance, the cliff just opposite the one in which Alvin had his stronghold. There were faint voices emanating from way up there.

Noticing how occupied the Gore Magala was, Snotlout turned toward the cliff as well. Upon seeing movement near the top, he squinted hard, trying to make out what it was. At first, he thought it was some kind of wild monster, but no – the movements were definitely human.

At once, Snotlout realized what he was seeing. There were three Outcast soldiers climbing up the rocky terrain, and Hiccup was with them! Somehow, he doubted that they had invited the Haddock boy to a picnic.

"Now," Snotlout muttered, clapping a fist to his palm, "let's go and get him, Sightless."

He remembered to grab the thin metal rod that he had found lying on the floor, and made sure to collect his brand-new weapon as well. Snotlout stuffed the rod into his trousers and hopped onto Sightless' saddle, one hand clutching the handle of his Hammer with an expert grip.

Together, Viking wannabe and pitch-black beast charged toward the cliff, ready to do whatever it took to rescue their friend.

* * *

><p><strong>Alvin's Stronghold<strong>

It had been a long walk to reach this treacherous path that wound around and around the gigantic rock formation, and there was still far to go. Hiccup could see a bridge up ahead, connecting this cliff with the one next to it. On _that_ cliff, he knew, Alvin was waiting for him.

He saw some kind of flying wyvern soaring in the dark sky, and sighed. What he wouldn't give for wings of his own, all the better to escape from this predicament.

Certainly, Savage's constant questions didn't help.

"Stoick wouldn't have sent you here alone," the thin man rasped. "Where's the rest of the Monster Riders?"

Chuckling, Hiccup replied, "Oh, no. No no. Just me. It's just me. Taking a little vacation. You know, I heard Outcast Island is beautiful this time of year."

Miffed at the boy's nonchalant answer (which may or may not have been sarcasm – he wasn't smart enough to know for sure), Savage grunted and said, "Alvin will get it out of you. In fact, he'll enjoy it. But trust me, you won't."

"Trust you?" Hiccup muttered just loudly enough for Savage to hear. "That's like a Deviljho saying 'pet me'."

Up on the other cliff, at the gate to Alvin's stronghold, the leader of the Outcast tribe held a spyglass to his eye and started chuckling to himself. The Monster Conqueror was right there! Practically in his hands!

"Oh, happy birthday to me, happy birthday to me!" Alvin cackled.

A soldier sighed. "I'm confused. Is it your birthday or not?"

"As far as you're concerned, ev'ry day's me birthday," grumbled Alvin. "Now, prepare the monsters. Their trainer has arrived!"

The soldier, and his single companion, left Alvin to his own devices and began to make their way down to the monster training ring.

Through his spyglass, Alvin continued to watch Savage lead Hiccup toward his inevitable doom, feeling giddier with each passing moment. But his glee was short-lived, fading as soon as a suspicious wisp of smoke drifted by and clouded up the lens. He put the miniature telescope away and peered in the direction of the smoke.

"Beard of Odin!" the barbarian exclaimed, almost jumping out of his pants. "What's up with the trainin' ring? It's fillin' up with fog!"

* * *

><p>"Good job, Cuddles!" encouraged Arachne. "Keep up the smokescreen while I get Venomwing out of here!"<p>

Her Smothering Smokebreath had literally filled up the entire arena with dense grey smoke, so thick that even the most eagle-eyed of monsters wouldn't be able to see squat through it. Arachne, though, didn't need to see to open Venomwing's cage – she had snuck over to the cage before giving Cuddles the go-ahead. All she had to do was open it, mount the Remobra, and fly straight up. How hard could that be?

Right now, the snake wyvern was peering at her from behind bars, hope imminent in those slitted eyes. Her rider was here at last – she had been patient since her capture, knowing that Arachne would come. Now that she had, everything would be alright.

"Come on, come on," Arachne was muttering to herself, small hands wrapped tightly around the bars. She pulled with all her might, but the cage only budged a smidgen before her aching arm muscles forced her to take a breather.

She tried again. Same result.

On the third attempt, Arachne began to hear voices coming from outside the arena. If she was going to rescue Venomwing, she would have to do it now, because her time was rapidly running out.

"Stupid door!" she hissed. "Open, for Thor's sake!"

Through the smoke, Cuddles heard the frustration in her tone and decided to help. In an instant, the Smokebreath was perched on her arm and spitting a concentrated jet of flame at the cage door, cutting through the bars as effectively as a welding torch.

With a clang, the bars fell apart, and Venomwing sprang forth from the cramped space on the other side. Eagerly, the Rembora grabbed the back of Arachne's shirt with her fangs and dropped the girl onto her back.

"Yes!" cheered Arachne, not caring if the Outcasts heard her. "Cuddles, to me! Let's blow this ice cube stand!"

Needless to say, Alvin and his soldiers were pretty surprised to see a girl, snake wyvern, and pint-sized dragon fly out of the fogged-up training ring and make a beeline for Savage and his prisoner.

Talons thrown out and prepared to rend, Venomwing struck!

* * *

><p>Snotlout had a pretty good plan for rescuing Hiccup. He and Sightless were lying in wait on a ledge above Hiccup and the Outcast party, all ready for an ambush – and then Venomwing and Arachne flew in like total maniacs and attacked the warriors.<p>

There was no other choice. Snotlout had to act now, while the Outcasts were thrown into temporary disarray by the suddenness of Venomwing's attack.

Grunting, Lout wedged the handle of his Steel Uragaan Hammer under a rock and pulled with all his might. The rock popped loose and triggered a massive rockslide that blocked off the path. Savage, Hiccup, and the other Outcasts scrambled out of the way of the falling boulders and ran back the other way.

"Sightless, now!" yelled Snotlout.

Taking aim, the Gore Magala shot a virus blast at a portion of the cliff behind the Outcasts, causing another rockslide that cut off their escape route. The Outcasts were trapped.

"Arachne! Sightless! Snotlout!" exclaimed Hiccup, overjoyed to see them.

While Sightless kept the soldiers at bay with his virus blasts, Arachne and Venomwing swooped in to attack. As Hiccup watched, the Remobra grabbed an Outcast that was trying to climb over the rockslide and flew him headfirst into the ground. Arachne flashed him a grin as they passed him by.

Suddenly, Hiccup heard a furious yell from off in the distance. He knew who it was – it was Alvin, charging into battle from his stronghold. And that meant they would have to act fast before he got there.

A ball of virus smashed into the ground next to Hiccup and spread black mist along the ground, knocking him off balance. An Outcast, seeing an opportunity, snatched the Haddock boy up by the arm.

That was when Snotlout jumped down from the ledge and landed on top of the Outcast with a huge kick. Hiccup grinned when he saw his cousin give him a smirk and a thumbs-up, as if to say "_I've got this_".

Savage and another warrior suddenly pounced, their respective weapons – a bone club and a vicious-looking Lance – ready to eviscerate the arrogant Jorgenson boy. Instead of running away, Snotlout did exactly the opposite, taking out his Hammer and charging to meet them head-on. He quickly took Savage out of the fight with one well-placed blow, but the other Outcast was more stubborn. Gradually, he pinned Snotlout into a corner and repeatedly jabbed at him with his Lance. Each stab was blocked by the Hammer's jawbone, but only just.

Inevitably, there came a point where Snotlout was too slow to block the next attack. The Outcast grinned triumphantly when the end of his Lance grazed past the boy's Hammer and flew toward his neck…

… and then Sightless tackled him, tossing him and the weapon away like so much trash. The dark monster swiveled his head at the definitely-not-dead Snotlout and smiled.

But there was no time for celebration – there was a shrill cry from Hiccup, who was being held in a headlock by yet another Outcast soldier!

"HICCUP!" roared Snotlout. He tossed Hiccup the first thing he could find on him – the connecting rod.

Wrenching an arm out of the Outcast's grasp, Hiccup caught the rod that spun through the air in his direction. Knowing there was no time to ponder what he could possibly do to free himself with such a flimsy tool, he squeezed his eyes shut and whipped his arm backwards. There was a searing howl of pain, and the soldier's iron grip was relinquished.

When Hiccup scrambled a safe distance away from his captor, he glanced at the rod, and a cold wave of dread and nausea ran through him. The end of the rod was slick with blood, and the Outcast he had struck with it was covering his eyes and howling like Hel itself was after him.

As Snotlout ran up to the half-blind warrior and whacked him over his helmeted head, Hiccup felt like he wanted to throw up.

The rest of the Outcasts must have fled while they were fighting, because the only ones in sight were the unconscious ones. Now free of murderous barbarians coming after them, Hiccup rushed up to Sightless and hugged the Gore Magala around the muzzle.

"Oh, it's so good to see you," he greeted, his voice drenched in relief. "Thank you, bud."

He turned to Snotlout. "And thank you too," he added. "I guess I really did need you after all."

"Yeah," his cousin replied, pretending to be bashful, "I get that a lot."

"Where's Arachne?" Hiccup asked him.

A distant screech reached their ears, followed by the whoops of a ten-year-old girl and the frustrated yells of Alvin the Treacherous.

"That would be her," grumbled Snotlout. "Having all the fun while we just sit around."

Hiccup opened his mouth to argue that they had been fighting for their lives only a few moments ago, but a noise made him close it and look toward the direction of the rockslide. His eyes widened at what he saw.

"Snotlout!" he cried.

Startled, the Jorgenson boy whirled around to find Savage charging right at him, bone club raised and ready to strike him down. By reflex, he swung his Hammer in a frantic arc, successfully hitting the despicable man in the chest.

There was the dull *thud* of bone hitting armor, and Savage went flying into the wall of boulders. He got up again and raised his club – only to find himself staring straight at a battle-ready Hiccup, Snotlout, and Sightless, weapons and wings raised threateningly.

Understandably, this was the point where Savage started having second thoughts.

Just then, Snotlout ran forward with a frightening (yet still kind of silly) yell, flailing his arms maniacally above his head. Savage yelped and dropped his club, clambering over the rocks in order to make his escape.

Brandishing a fist at their retreating foe, Snotlout gave chase, climbing up the wall with some difficulty and hollering, "Yeah, you'd better run!"

While he ran off, Hiccup made to fix Sightless' splint. Helpfully, Sightless positioned his side toward the Chief-to-be so that he could more easily access his injured wing. It took a matter of seconds for Hiccup to attach the connecting rod to the splint, therefore repairing it.

Sightless then gave his wing an experimental stretch and flap, testing how well the newly-fixed contraption worked. There were no problems at all.

Meanwhile, Snotlout had almost reached the top of the rockslide in pursuit of Savage. He was about to haul himself up the last meter or so, when a meaty hand suddenly presented itself to him.

"Need some help?" smirked Alvin.

Answering him was a rush of wind and an all-too-familiar hissing shriek. Venomwing shot over Alvin's head, blowing the helmet off of his head and causing Snotlout to lose his grip on the rockslide. The boulder he had been clutching detached from its place in the pile, not only causing Snotlout to fall, but also starting a brand-new avalanche.

Luckily, Venomwing dove and snatched Snotlout up in her talons in the nick of time. Hiccup and Sightless took off after the snake wyvern before the tumbling rocks could bury them.

"I told you we weren't losing a Monster Rider today!" cheered Arachne, urging Venomwing to pick up speed.

Down on the ground, Alvin tossed a hatchet up at the fleeing monsters, showing impeccable accuracy. Despite that, though, the Outcast leader missed Snotlout's dangling legs as his savior carried him up higher into the air.

"Shoot 'em down!" he bellowed.

Instantly, more Outcasts appeared from their hiding places in the mountainous terrain and aimed their crossbows and Bowguns up at the Gore Magala and Remobra. They would have a much better chance at hitting something than Alvin would.

Hiccup decided to rob them of that chance. He turned Sightless around and ordered, "Virus blast, bud!"

The familiar scream built in Sightless throat, and he shot black fire at the Outcasts below. They all ducked and ran for cover as the fire dissolved into the black, eel-pox-spreading mist that Sightless was infamous for.

"Ha!" laughed Arachne. The sound echoed for miles as they rose higher into the sky, leaving Outcast Island slowly behind them. "I bet Alvin wasn't expecting a bunch of kids to repeatedly defeat an entire army of bloodthirsty savages!"

"He'll be back," muttered Snotlout.

"Guys, do you realize what we just did?" Hiccup exclaimed, his tone bordering on ecstatic. "We totally kicked butt! _Together_! Snotlout, I can't believe it, but I'm –"

"Hungry, right?" the Jorgenson boy asked.

For a moment, Hiccup considered arguing. But it made more sense to go along with it.

Besides… he was pretty sure that Snotlout knew what he meant, regardless.

"Yep, I'm hungry," he chuckled.

"Me too!" Lout agreed.

"Me three!" chirped Arachne.

Flying toward the horizon, where the sun was slowly rising and bringing light back to the world, the trio laughed all the way back to Berk.

* * *

><p><em>Sometimes the last person you want to rely on is the one you end up being stuck with.<em>

_Now, being stuck with Snotlout was nooooo picnic. But who knew how much I could rely on him?_

* * *

><p><strong>And that's the episode! I really like the way it ends, especially when Hiccup just decides to let it go when Snotlout interrupts him. They've forgiven each other, they're flying into the sunrise… everything's coming up roses.<strong>

**Review please, readers! I really like those.**

**Next time: Breakneck Bog**
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_**Chapter 21**_

_**Breakneck Bog Part 1**_

* * *

><p><em>Everybody has lost something they thought they couldn't live without. Sometimes to find it again, you have to be willing to do anything, even look fear right in the eye.<em>

_Just make sure you don't blink._

* * *

><p><strong>Sky Around Berk<strong>

It was an average day on the island of Berk. Thankfully, 'average' meant skies that were only partially overcast and seas that were only mildly choppy. Still, it wasn't the kind of weather you'd want to go boating in.

That was precisely why Hiccup, Gobber, and Stoick staged their search-and-rescue mission on monster-back. In single file, Needlenose, Silversol, and Sightless flew over the ocean, their keen monster eyes (or heat-seeking equivalents) peeled for any sign of a sailor in distress.

Trader Johann had been due on Berk for some time now, and yet there was not even the faintest sign of his arrival. Berk's most beloved visitor suddenly going missing was an urgent matter, so naturally, a rescue mission was in order. But even though Trader Johann was a valuable link to the outside world, and a very likeable one at that, the way Stoick scanned the waters seemed too frantic.

For the millionth time, Hiccup wondered what had gotten his father so wound up. And of course, no one had bothered to tell him.

Sightless snorted to himself, not liking the typically pleasant scent of the salty water below them. It had only been a couple of days since that elder dragon-induced storm had blown them to Outcast Island, and the smell of the ocean had left a bad impression on the Gore Magala ever since. Hiccup told him that he'd have to suck it up – after all, Berk was an island in the middle of nowhere, five days north of 'hopeless' and a few degrees south of 'freezing to death'.

"Where is he?" muttered Stoick. "He's been late before, but never _this_ late."

"Are yeh sure Trader Johann even has it?" Gobber yelled back, over the wind.

"I'm sure!" the Chief replied. "I heard from Jorgenson, who heard from Stevenson the shepherd, who told Toadstat the fisherman, who said that he saw Johann put it on his boat himself."

Brushing his braided moustache out of his face, Gobber said, "Well, it doesn't get any more sure than _that_."

Hiccup and Sightless caught up to them. "You know, it might help if I actually knew what we were looking for?" he prompted.

"We're looking for Trader Johann," Stoick told him, "that's all you need to know."

Needlenose flew onwards under the pinkish morning sky, leading the way for the others. They were headed back to Berk, having already searched for a couple of hours. It was best if they rested for now.

"Not ta worry, old friend," Gobber assured. "It'll arrive safely and in good time."

At the back of the line, Hiccup's frown deepened. What could possibly be so important that it made his dad so desperate?

Once again, Hiccup was going to have to find out for himself.

* * *

><p><strong>Berk Monster Academy<strong>

"Alright bud, we're going on a little field trip," Hiccup muttered, packing the saddlebag with another fish.

Sightless reached down with an arm and grabbed a small container of water lying on the ground. He dropped it into Hiccup's palm, earning a grateful smile from his rider.

"Okey-dokey," continued Hiccup. He put the water in the saddlebag as well and buttoned it shut. "Now, we'll start in the west islands and make our way back."

"Back from where?" came the familiar voice of Astrid.

Busted.

The Yian Garuga landed, two of her three baby bird wyverns following suit. Astrid hopped down from Blackhawk's back and strode toward Hiccup, a skeptical look on her face, with Spiketail and Sharpbeak eagerly dogging her footsteps.

Hiccup saw them coming and immediately stammered out a response. "Oh, ah, just a… a quick spin around the islands."

"Uh-huh," Astrid said, unconvinced. She walked straight past him and over to Sightless, and opened up the saddlebag. "Quick spin around the islands? With enough food to feed Snotlout's whole family?"

"Did I hear my name?" shouted Snotlout, steering his Tigrex through the gate and jumping off before they had even landed. "Ooh, do I see a salmon?"

The narcissistic boy plunged his hand into the saddlebag and took a big chomp out of the fish, chewing loudly. Manners had never been his strong point.

Sighing, Hiccup explained, "Fine. If you must know –"

"And, we must," Astrid stressed.

Snotlout just kept chewing.

"… I'm going to do something for my father," the Haddock boy finished, hoping that would satisfy them.

Predictably, it didn't. The two kept on staring at him expectantly.

"Oh, gods…" he muttered, then sighed again. "Okay, Trader Johann is bringing something for him. Something important. And he should have been here by now."

"You're not trading this fish, are you?" Snotlout asked between mouthfuls. "Because it's delicious."

Without warning, Sharpbeak shot forward and bit Snotlout on the rear with the razor-sharp beak he was named for. The boy let out a lady-like shriek and let go of the fish, and the second that happened, Spiketail raced up and grabbed the salmon, gulping half of it down without a second thought. Sharpbeak let go of his victim's butt and took the other half.

Snotlout soon recovered from the pain and glared at the baby Garugas, tapping his foot expectantly. The two of them thought about it before each throwing up the bones. Never one to be discriminate about his food, Snotlout took a big bite out of the fish's skull and swallowed.

"So, when do we leave?" asked Astrid.

"Really, I'm flattered to see you're behind me as always," Hiccup told her, for once not being sarcastic. "Seriously, though, I need to go alone. If all of us disappear, my dad will get suspicious."

"Go alone?" Snotlout repeated, laughing. "You, without us? Please, like you could handle anything if we weren't there to bail you HUUUKG!"

He started choking on the fish head he had swallowed, clamping a hand around his neck and gasping for air, gesturing to his throat all the while. Leave it to Snotlout to over-exaggerate things as if it wasn't clear enough that he was in dire need of help.

Astrid, being the kind person she was, gave it to him. Astrid style.

Promptly, the fish head went flying out of Snotlout's mouth and clattered against the wall. The Hofferson girl took her fist away from his belly and flashed Hiccup a quick, self-satisfied smile. Sharpbeak and Spiketail mirrored her expression, still proud of how they had nabbed their snack from under Lout's nose.

"Gods…" Hiccup muttered for the second time. "Okay, alright, fine! You two can come, but that's _it_! Don't even tell the others! Heed my warning, I am _serious_!"

* * *

><p><strong>Sky over the Open Ocean<strong>

Later that morning, Hiccup flew west with a sour glare that could have melted steel. Behind him was the entire company of Monster Riders.

"Hey Hiccup," said Tuffnut. "Snotlout told us there would be salmon. Hint, hint."

"I'm pretty sure I said 'don't tell the others'!" called a very annoyed Hiccup, ignoring the Thorston boy.

"And I'm pretty sure I didn't listen!" Lout retorted.

"But Hiccup!" whined Arachne. The little girl was on Venomwing's back as usual, but today, the Remobra had one extra passenger. A small Smothering Smokebreath dragon dubbed 'Cuddles' had been following the ten-year-old ever since the Outcast Island incident, and she loved her new pet to pieces. Sure, Arachne had to train Cuddles to stop stealing every bit of metal that caught his eye… but he was pretty well-behaved now.

"Aren't you always saying we're better when we work as a team?" the Philston girl went on, pouting.

"Next time I say that, feel free to slap me in the face," Hiccup told her, exasperated.

Ruffnut raised her hand. "I'll do it right now," she volunteered.

"Oh, she will," Tuff seconded. "And she slaps like a guy. It's awesome. Watch!"

On cue, Ruff reached over from her Lunastra's back and swatted her brother violently across the cheek. The resounding *smack!* made King the Teostra growl and shake his head derisively.

They flew in relative silence for the next little while, although the silence was very short-lived.

"Look, down there!" shouted Snaketail. She reached over Twinhorn's horn and pointed at the water below.

Specifically, she pointed at something floating on _top_ of the water below. It was flat and rectangular from what Hiccup could see from this altitude, and there appeared to be a dark-colored lump riding on it. Since it was so difficult to make out, the Chief-to-be only had a vague idea of what it was, but it was a gut feeling, and his gut had a habit of being right.

"Is that…" he murmured, squinting.

As the Monster Riders flew closer, there was no mistaking that dark-colored lump.

"Trader Johann?!" gasped Fishlegs.

"Huh, I thought he had a bigger boat," mused Snaketail.

Without bothering to reply, Hiccup steered Sightless down toward the unconscious form of Johann. The Gore Magala reached out with his front legs when they got close, and promptly snatched up the man from his resting place. It was time for answers.

"Hang on," Astrid said, realizing that something wasn't right. "How in the name of Valhalla did we manage to forget our weapons at the academy?!"

* * *

><p>They took Johann to a nearby island, a rather small speck of land that was all cliffs. However, there was a single plateau that was large enough for the Monster Riders and their monsters to settle down for a while. Once they put Johann down, it wasn't long before he woke up. And when he did, he wasn't the cheerful trader that they were used to.<p>

"The fog…" he whispered, eyes wide with fear.

Hiccup exchanged a dubious look with Astrid. "Johann, where's your ship?" he asked.

"No idea," Johann replied, distractedly. "All I know is that I was sailing in a perfectly calm sea, the wind at my back. And the next thing I know, my entire ship is pulled out from under me, and I'm Zamtrios bait!"

The gang, collectively, wasn't sure what to make of that. Arachne offered Johann some water, which he took once he had calmed down.

"I don't understand," Hiccup said.

"I do!" replied Johann. "I was three days late and trying to make up time! But I got _too close_!"

Looking like he would rather not hear the answer, Fishlegs asked, "T-Too close to what?"

There was a pause before Johann responded to his question with a name – "Breakneck Bog."

The Ingerman boy squeaked. "B-Breakneck Bog? Many a ship has sailed into its waters… and few have returned!"

"My grandfather told me that it was pirates that made Breakneck Bog so dangerous," Astrid theorized.

"That's _ridiculous_," scoffed Snotlout. "Everyone knows that it's haunted by a fog monster."

"F-Fog monster…?" Legs whimpered.

Never one to pass up a chance to freak Fishlegs out, Tuffnut walked up to him and elaborated. "Legend has it, the fog monster makes this _really_ creepy moan. Then, it surrounds you, and scrapes the skin off your bones! And _then_ it scrapes the bones off of… whatever's under those."

Somehow, the Thorston boy managed to make the last bit sound scary and not stupid.

"Then it drops the bones from the sky," smirked Ruff, enjoying the look on Fishlegs' face immensely.

"Yes, it's true!" confirmed Johann, pointing at Tuff. "What he says is true! It… surrounded me!"

Snotlout cast a smug look at Astrid. "See? Fog monster. Ha, pirates…"

"Johann, we have to find your ship," Hiccup said, seriously. "There's something on your ship that my father was looking for."

"Yes, yes, there is!" the trader agreed. "But it wasn't for your father. It was for _you_."

Hiccup hadn't been expecting that.

"From who?" the Chief-to-be asked, much bewildered.

"He didn't tell you?" Johann responded. "It was from your mother."

_That_ blew the previous statement right out of the water.

"Well, we have to find it, then!" Arachne piped up. "Do you know what it was, Mr. Johann? Where it is?"

"No idea," he told her, sadly. "All I know is that it was in a chest with the Berk crest on it."

A determined look crossed Hiccup's face. "Take us back there," he requested. "You show us where it was you lost your ship."

"NO!" Johann cried out. "No, I won't! You can't make me! I have a knife in my boot!"

A much longer pause ensued, this one charged with tension. A frightened Johann stood up, his back to the edge of the plateau, and Hiccup unwaveringly met his gaze. The Thorston twins grinned with anticipation, and Arachne nervously hugged her Smokebreath to her chest.

"… Alright, I don't have a knife in my boot…" Johann admitted. "Just, no more fog, please?"

"Tell me how I can find Breakneck Bog, then," Hiccup compromised.

Johann nodded. "Head due east," he said, pointing. "Look for a cluster of islands in the shape of a man's hand. Breakneck Bog is the thumb."

That was it. Their destination was set, and they knew how to get there. That was all Hiccup needed to start thinking of a plan.

"Snotlout," he ordered, "you and the twins take Trader Johann back to Berk."

"Back to Berk?" Lout protested. "With this clown? And those clowns?"

Hiccup sighed. "Would you look at the state of him? We don't have a choice. And if anything happens, you'll be glad to have the Thorstons with you."

The Thorstons in question snickered unpleasantly.

"Um, question," Fishlegs spoke up. "What are the rest of us doing?"

"Isn't it obvious?" sneered Snaketail. "We're going to Breakneck Bog."

As if the pudgy Ingerman boy wasn't frightened enough. Now he looked like he was about to faint from fear.

"Wh-What if I gave you something from my mother?" he asked Hiccup, a tad desperately. "Or I could _give_ you my mother? Come on, you know you love her crab cakes!"

"The fooooooog…" Astrid said, keeping her voice low and spooky. She cackled when Fishlegs squeaked shrilly and leapt behind Heatray for safety.

With no time to lose, Sightless, Heatray, Twinhorn, Venomwing, and Blackhawk took off from the plateau and headed in an easterly direction, their riders safely on their backs. Only a few seconds had passed when the five monsters became little more than specks in the sky.

"Still waiting on that salmon," Tuffnut hinted heavily as he climbed onto King's saddle.

Ignoring him, Snotlout helped a blubbering Johann onto Snotsnarl, and then boarded the Tigrex himself. "This job is _so_ lame. And so are you, Johann. Stop crying."

The arrogant Jorgenson and his pseudowyvern flew off towards Berk, with the twins and their elder dragons following close behind. While Snotsnarl flew high, all the better to spot land from a distance, King and Queen flew lower, at one point startling a few Yian Kut-Kus that were casually fishing over the open waters. The pink bird wyverns scattered, squawking madly, when the Teostra and Lunastra flew into their midst.

Such an episode reminded King and Queen of what, exactly, they were. Elder dragons were the most powerful family of monsters in the world, powerful enough that most of them were solitary and aggressively drove away others of their kind. In fact, some elder dragons were rare enough and strong enough to be considered gods among monsters. Teostras and Lunastras didn't fall into that 'god' category, but they were still almost disgustingly powerful. Not many Vikings could capture or kill one.

King had the misfortune to have joined a monster raid on Berk after recovering from an injury sustained in a previous raid. That minor weakness had caused him to be caught and thrown into the killing ring. Queen had been captured on the next raid, brought down by a catapult while she tried to free him. Of course, Hiccup had eventually befriended them and introduced them to the twins, and the rest was history.

Did King and Queen miss being free, and not at the beck and call of a couple of brainless teenagers? Yes, sometimes. But they really liked Ruff and Tuff, honestly. For all their destructive ways, they were quite nice folks, and knew how to treat the elder dragons with care and respect. At this point, the Teostra and Lunastra couldn't imagine life without them.

* * *

><p><strong>Breakneck Bog<strong>

The "man's hand" that Johann had described consisted of five islands, each of them sporting immense, towering peaks that soared high into the air like clawed fingers. Breakneck Bog was the largest of the islands – not only did it have a peak, it also had a large forested area swathed in thick mist, thanks to the extra moisture carried in from the ocean.

When Hiccup, Astrid, Snaketail, Fishlegs, and Arachne landed, they were surprised to discover that the swamp was surprisingly humid. Such warm, wet temperatures were practically unknown this far north. The ground wasn't hard and frozen – it was damp and squishy, and very warm, too!

_This can't be possible,_ Hiccup thought. _Not even summertime in Berk is like this. This place has to be the most humid island in the archipelago! What could be causing such an abnormal climate?_

The Monster Riders touched down at the edge of the forest. In front of them was nothing but tall trees and thick fog. It didn't look like the most inviting place ever – but it was, at least, a lot more hospitable than Outcast Island. Sun shone through the mist, and the water particles in the air caused the light to be refracted oddly.

"I don't care if we have to fly all around the island," Hiccup said aloud. "We're finding that ship."

"We did fly all around the island!" corrected Arachne. "I made sure that I was looking down the _whole_ time. No boat! Not even the remains of one!"

"We're just going to have to search the island itself, then," Snaketail growled. "Although, who would go through all the trouble to take a boat and drag it inland is beyond me."

"You know who would take a boat?" Fishlegs asked. "A fog monster!"

Before Hiccup could snap at his friend, there was a strange noise coming from deeper in the forest. It was definitely not the wind – it had to have come from a monster. Sightless and Blackhawk screamed in an effort to scare off the source, while Heatray rumbled and shifted her feet.

"It's okay, girl," reassured Fishlegs.

"What was that?" wondered Astrid.

"Only one way to find out," answered Snaketail, as she and Twinhorn started forward. Everyone else followed her lead – except for the obvious exception.

"Hang on!" called Legs. "We don't go _toward_ the weird, scary sound!"

Astrid turned around momentarily. "Uh, yeah we do. We always do."

Muttering to himself, Fishlegs urged Heatray after his friends. Sometimes, he really hated that about the riders.

As they progressed further into the forest, less and less sunlight reached the ground. The trees and mist joined forces to darken the bog down to low-light levels. The terrain began to get swampier, and the grass gave way to mud and sparse weeds. The sound of the monsters' footsteps went from dull thumps to wet squishes. And, never ceasing, the odd sound of the unseen monster came from even deeper in the swamp.

To top it off, Fishlegs and Heatray, who had been lagging behind, came rushing up and reported finding several piles of bones littering the ground around a monster nest. The petrified tone of his voice suggested that he suspected the bones belonged to the former owners of the nest, which didn't help lighten the gloomy atmosphere one bit.

"What monster are we dealing with?" whispered Snaketail at one point. "There's absolutely no sign of anything living on this island, except for whatever it is that's making that sound."

"I don't know…" Hiccup muttered. "But one thing's for sure. It's powerful enough to make an entire boat disappear, and probably stealthy enough to hide in this mist."

"Is that 'fog monster' enough for you?" asked Fishlegs.

"Now, by 'fog monster'," Tail huffed, "do you mean a monster that lives in fog, or a monster that's _made_ of fog?"

"Wow…" Astrid replied.

Knowing that that was a very odd thing to say to such a question, Hiccup turned toward the Hofferson girl and found that she was looking straight up. He followed her gaze, and…

"Wow…" he repeated.

Balancing precariously on the top of the tallest tree they had seen, and in the most unexpected place possible for a missing boat, was Trader Johann's ship. No wonder they hadn't found it at first – it was a hundred feet off the ground!

"He really got off course," Snaketail said dryly.

"Fog monster," muttered Fishlegs. He got glares from the rest of the group.

Their monsters sprang into the air, carving through the thick, moist air with strong wingbeats. It wasn't long before they were hovering above the deck of the ship and preparing to land. But every time a monster got close to touching the boat, he or she would give a derisive noise and rapidly flap to a safer height.

"Venomwing!" exclaimed Arachne, the fourth time this happened. "What are you afraid of?"

"They're afraid," gasped Fishlegs, "and they're monsters! So we should ask ourselves… what are we doing here?"

"That boat, balanced at the top of this tree, isn't going to hold them," Hiccup deduced. "We'll have to jump down and send the monsters below."

"Great," Snaketail muttered. "Just perfect."

Privately, though, Hiccup had his doubts. _What if there's something about the boat they really are afraid of? What if they sense another monster nearby?_

Landing on the ship's deck wasn't too bad. Even though most of the Monster Riders landed all at once (and the husky Fishlegs crashed into a pile of crates on his way down), the boat didn't even budge. That was good. That meant that they could search all they wanted without worrying about the boat falling.

"Sightless," Hiccup called, "stand guard below."

He gestured downward, and the Gore Magala heeded his request. Despite his injured wing, Sightless managed to awkwardly fly down to the ground. The other monsters copied him, and soon the riders were free to search.

"Stay where you can hear Daddy!" Fishlegs called down, obviously to his Gravios.

"Okay," said Arachne, "let's go ahead and find this thing, and get out of here. Remember, we're looking for a chest with the Berk crest on it."

Cuddles, still perched on the little girl's shoulder, tilted his muzzle up to the sky and squawked. A second later, something thin and white hit the deck with a clatter.

"F-Fog monster!" shrieked Fishlegs.

Snorting, Astrid smacked him in the arm. "Legs, are you going to use that excuse for everything strange that we find?"

"Still, you care to explain it?" challenged Snaketail.

Before Astrid could try her hand at doing that, more bones spontaneously began to rain from the sky. The pale white objects hurt when they struck, and the gang found themselves covering their heads with their hands.

"Below deck!" called Astrid.

In their hurry to escape the falling bones, they practically shoved one another down the stairwell and into the relative safety of the ship's hold. Crouching together in the dim storage space, packed practically to the roof with all sorts of foreign objects, the five friends waited until the clattering of bones against wood had faded.

"Ah, so it's just a regular… bone shower," Hiccup said lamely. "And it passed. Whoop-de-do."

"Bone shower," Snaketail repeated. The Grundenson girl pretended to think about it. "And so I'm the only one who thinks that's not normal?"

"Um…" Arachne hummed, raising her hand.

There was a sudden noise from above deck. It was either something scraping against wood, or something growling to itself, but it didn't matter – whatever it was, it was ominous.

Hiccup stood up and walked to another part of the ship. "Okay, so let's start looking for that chest, and let's do it fast, because that really doesn't sound like friendly scraping."

The sound didn't stop as the five of them spread out. Each of them scanned the various items with varying degrees of urgency. Some thought that the noises were no big deal, some were mildly disturbed and moved with a little more haste, while still others (namely Fishlegs) rushed through the crates and boxes at ridiculous speed, hoping to find the chest and get the Hel out of Breakneck Bog as quickly as possible.

But no matter how much they tried to put it out of their heads, the noises persisted. Truthfully, even Astrid was starting to get a little unnerved.

In one corner of the ship's hold, Fishlegs wasn't doing much searching. Granted, he was too freaked out to concentrate. Cowed into silence by the relentless sounds coming from up above, he backed into a corner, right underneath a window and the somewhat comforting sunlight that poured through it. It wasn't comfortable for very long, though, not when a pale, skeletal hand reached in and grabbed Fishlegs' shoulder.

With a shrill scream, Fishlegs blindly bolted away from the window, turned a corner, and smashed into Hiccup.

"I found the che– WHOA!" cried Hiccup, wincing as his friend's bulk was suddenly forced onto his midsection. The small chest that he had been carrying made a loud *bang* when it bounced across the floor.

"Got it!" Arachne announced, picking it up and holding it above her head victoriously. Cuddles gurgled happily in agreement.

Straining against the weight crushing him to the floor, Hiccup gasped out, "Legs, will you please get _off_ of me?!"

Thankfully, the Ingerman boy did so. Eyes bugging out with fear, he rambled, "There was a hand, no skin, all scraped off!"

Right on cue, the noises outside escalated to resemble those made by heavy footsteps. And they were heading right for the stairwell!

"It's coming after us!" wailed Snaketail.

"Hide!" Astrid added.

Luckily, there was an open wardrobe not too far away, and big enough to fit them all inside. All at once, they crammed themselves in and shut the door firmly. Hiccup squirmed slightly, not liking the sensation of being pressed against a wall by Fishlegs and Snaketail.

But he didn't mind how Astrid was leaning against his back.

"No one even breathe," Arachne hissed.

"Wasn't planning on it," muttered Snaketail. "How much air is in this thing anyway?"

The talking stopped abruptly when they heard the footsteps come closer to their hiding place. Hearts leaping into their throats, they all sucked in a lungful of stale, dusty air and held it, muscles tensed and skin quivering with fear.

"Just so you know," gulped Fishlegs, "I love you guys."

The knob rattled, and then the door burst open.

Expecting the worst to be on the other side of the wardrobe, the gang collectively screamed and squeezed their eyes shut, anticipating the end…

… Only for them to see that the three Monster Riders absent from their operation were, in fact, no longer absent.

"Hey guys!" Tuffnut said cheerfully, waving a skeletal arm in their faces. "Anyone need a hand?"

At first, he chuckled at his joke.

Then, he shrieked like a girl when Astrid pounced on him, ripped the arm out of his grasp, and commenced beating him with it.

"Ruffnut, help!" he yelled.

"Alright," his sister shrugged. She took the arm from Astrid and helped the other girl torture the male Thorston.

"Alright, alright, break it up, you guys!" shouted Hiccup, his heart rate slowly going back to normal.

Ruffnut obediently put the hand down. When Tuffnut sat up, though, Astrid delivered a final swat to his head that sent him onto his back again.

"So let me get this straight," Snaketail growled. "The bones falling from the sky, the scraping… that was all you?"

Snotlout burst out laughing. "Yeah, and this was all _you_! Ooh! Aah! Eek! You should have heard yourselves!"

"Correction," said Arachne, "That was all _Fishlegs_. And what were you even thinking?"

"That we were gonna pay you back for sticking us with Trader Johann!" Tuff shot back.

"And where is he?" demanded Hiccup.

Rolling his eyes at the Haddock boy, Lout assured him, "Oh, don't get your pants in a twist! Johann's perfectly safe!"

* * *

><p><strong>Meanwhile<strong>

"Safe" really wasn't the adjective to use to describe a miserable spit of land in the middle of a Zamtrios feeding ground.

"I really hate that kid," muttered Johann, as the three crescent-shaped dorsal fins circled closer.

* * *

><p>"So we left him in the middle of the ocean!" protested Snotlout, being held against the wall by a furious Astrid. "What could possibly go wrong?"<p>

The Hofferson girl, about to punch him, suddenly caught sight of something off about her prisoner. "Where'd you get your paws on that stupid necklace?"

Smirking, Snotlout held up a thick gold necklace so that it caught what little light there was inside the ship. "I found it on the deck. Want one? I could grab one for you if you'd like…"

Then, the boat decided that now would be a wonderful time to start falling out of the tree. In such a precarious position, it couldn't handle the weight of eight teenagers any longer. It began to tilt, breaking some tree branches as it did so. Less supports to hold it up only served to accelerate the process, and pretty soon, the entire ship plummeted out of the tree – taking the Monster Riders with it!

Down on the ground, the monsters scattered as the ship hit the ground with a deafening crash. Inside, everything that had been neatly stacked and organized was now scattered all over the place, creating haphazard piles of merchandise that littered the floor. Among those piles were the teens, splayed out in awkward positions as they lay there and waited for the world to stop spinning.

"Everything hurts…" complained Arachne, arms reaching out for Cuddles. The Smothering Smokebreath leapt into her embrace and gurgled pitifully.

"Is everyone alright?" asked Snaketail. The Grundenson girl brushed her now-tangled hair out of her face in an attempt to look slightly less bedraggled.

Hiccup was about to answer her question when a strange noise caught his attention. It wasn't just any noise – it was the same one they had heard when they first entered Breakneck Bog. It came across as a mix between a warble and a shriek, and wouldn't have been very intimidating if it wasn't accompanied by the sudden appearance of fog streaming in through the windows.

Which it was.

"RUN!" screamed Arachne, dashing for the stairs. She hadn't gone very far, though, when the fog cut off her escape route and began to flood the inside of the ship.

Moving more rapidly than anyone anticipated, the thick grey cloud spread to every corner of the room. The Monster Riders backed away until they were pressed against the walls, and even then, the fog kept coming. Once it had covered up the floor, it began to rise until they were up to their ears in greyness.

"Just so you know," Snotlout spoke up. "This fog? Not us."

"Starting to come around on the fog monster theory!" Hiccup could be heard yelling.

The warbling came again, close enough so that it sounded like its source was inside with them. Hiccup in particular stiffened with raw fear – whatever kind of monster was making the sound, it was right next to him!

For a split second, a big round eye appeared directly in front of the Haddock boy's face, and then vanished into thin air. Something warm and slimy grabbed his arm, making him shout in fear, and then the chest was yanked out of his hands.

The fog monster shrieked, prompting screams from the terrified Monster Riders, and then the fog disappeared.

The only sign of its existence that the fog monster had left behind was a gaping, Gore Magala-sized hole in the roof.

"Are we alive?" asked Ruffnut.

"Maybe," Tuff said, voice full of doubt. He poked his sister in the stomach, testing to make sure she was real.

"Can we finally get out of here?" Fishlegs squeaked.

"Wait!" Hiccup said. "The chest is gone! We need to go after that monster and –"

He was interrupted by the sight of the majority of his friends rushing past him and climbing back onto the deck.

"Too bad so sad see you back on Berk!" Tuffnut called back. His words came out in an almost indecipherable rush.

Hiccup's heart sank. Would he have to do this alone after all?

* * *

><p><strong>Garugas are devious little birdies, as demonstrated at the beginning of this chapter. I'd like one as a pet.<strong>

**Incidentally, I've heard that crows make good pets, too. Is that legal, though?**

**Give a review, please! We'll get to the source of the fog in the next chapter (and it's something a lot worse than a bunch of Smokebreaths)!**

**P.S. I've been watching "Race to the Edge", and those episodes are so awesome that I'm going to include them in this story! Of course, with Monster Hunter Cross on the way, that means a ton of brand-new monsters for the riders to discover!**
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_**Chapter 21**_

_**Breakneck Bog Part 2**_

* * *

><p>Hiccup scrambled to the deck of Trader Johann's ship and ran to the edge. The first thing he saw was the rest of the Berk Monster Riders – the brave, fearless Monster Riders, who had taken down flying wyvern armies and Outcasts galore – running in fear! They had been attacked by a fog monster, sure, but no one had gotten hurt. And what about the ship? Who was going to bring it back to Berk for Johann?<p>

Fishlegs fell with a loud *splat* onto the muddy ground that characterized Breakneck Bog. "Oh, Heatray!" he shouted in relief. "It's alright, Daddy's taking you right home."

Sighing to himself, Hiccup decided that it was fine. If his friends didn't want to help any more, that was their decision. He and Sightless could get the chest back from the fog monster and figure the rest out from there.

"I'll meet you guys back on Berk," the Chief-to-be called out, loud enough for the others to hear him. "I'll go on. I still have to go after… whatever that was… and get the chest back."

"Do what you gotta do, see you when we see you!" Snotlout replied rapidly, and mounted Snotsnarl.

Aboard their monsters, the teens began to walk away from the ship, but Astrid's scathing voice startled them into stiffening and freezing in place.

"_Hold it_!" the Hofferson girl shouted, coming up on deck beside Hiccup.

Whenever she used that tone, you knew you were in trouble. Hence, the stiffening and freezing in place.

_Astrid, I love you,_ Hiccup thought in relief. Of course, he didn't have nearly enough guts to say it out loud.

In a slightly gentler tone, Astrid went on, "That chest is from Hiccup's _mom_."

"Yeah, touching story, gotta go!" replied Ruffnut.

"Put yourself in his shoes," Astrid continued.

"Shoo!" retorted Snaketail.

Disgusted now, the blonde put her hands on her hips and dropped her ultimate comeback. "What if _you_ got a mysterious present from _your _long-dead mother?!"

Simultaneously, the Monster Riders looked at each other. None of them were about to admit it, but Astrid's words struck a nerve in all of them, in one way or another. Aside from Fishlegs and Arachne, all of their mothers were, well, no longer with them (and even then, Arachne was adopted). They could imagine how Hiccup felt, and how important it was to him. He _needed_ their assistance.

Together, the Monster Riders dipped their heads in a collective, understanding nod.

Then, they bolted for the hills.

Astrid let out a long stream of choice expletives, mounted Blackhawk, and chased after them.

* * *

><p>Five minutes later, an extremely self-satisfied Astrid gave the waiting Hiccup a sarcastic bow and smile, then presented to him six very battered Monster Riders.<p>

"That was awesome," gushed a bruised-up Arachne, then fainted.

"Fine," muttered Snaketail, rubbing her black eye. "We'll help already. Odin."

"I hate you, Astrid," Snotlout deadpanned. A few teeth came out with the words. "And you, Hiccup – this does _not_ mean we're really friends."

Hiccup's face went from flabbergasted to very relieved. Their change in attitude both surprised and touched him. Standing before him weren't a bunch of cowards that had to be beaten into submission to convince them to come along – they were a bunch of cowards that were helping their friend achieve his goal despite their own fears. That was the mark of true bravery.

But he had to admit, the 'beaten into submission' bit had provided a healthy amount of motivation.

"Thanks, guys," Hiccup told them, sincerely. "I really do mean it."

With a long-suffering sigh, Fishlegs waved his thank-you off.

"I just want that salmon," grunted Tuff.

Astrid flashed Hiccup a winning smile. "All Monster Riders present and accounted for, Captain," she announced jokingly. "Where to next?"

The Haddock boy turned around and directed his gaze toward Johann's ship – more specifically, toward the gaping hole in the deck. There was little doubt as to what was on his mind.

"We're going after that fog monster," he said.

Fishlegs trembled.

"Come on, Legs," said Snaketail, "you knew he was going to say that."

"I know," the uncomfortable monster enthusiast replied, resignedly. "I still hate hearing it spoken out loud."

* * *

><p>Over the mist-wreathed forest the Monster Riders flew, Hiccup in the lead while the others took their usual positions. It was difficult to see anything through the white curtain that cloaked the tops of the trees, and it would be even more so to find a monster on a seemingly uninhabited island such as Breakneck Bog.<p>

However, the group wasn't looking for a monster. They were looking for more fog.

It was Hiccup's idea that, since they couldn't see the actual fog monster, all they had to do to find it was to find the fog it used to hide itself. If they saw any unusual clouds moving around below, then chances are they'd see it.

"But how're we gonna find a patch of fog in a place that's _covered_ in fog?" demanded an irate Snotlout.

"We went over this," Hiccup sighed. "It'll be easier to find an oddly-behaving cloud when there are a lot of normally-behaving clouds around."

"None of your plans make sense," interjected Ruff, who was comfortably lying down on Queen's back. "You know that, right?"

No one questioned why she was currently in that position while atop an elder dragon flying at high speed. It was likely that the others decided it was best not to ask.

Suddenly, something down below caught the eyes of the riders. At first, they thought it was merely a freak gust of wind blowing a section of the mist around – but when they got a better look, they saw that it wasn't a freak gust of wind at all. In fact, it was more like a large clump of the mist had broken off, become denser, and was moving completely of its own accord. The patch snaked around the trees on a generally straight course, as if with some destination in mind.

"Is it just me," Hiccup commented, "or does fog _not_ move like that at all?" He squinted at the rogue cloud, trying to see it more clearly.

And then, all of a sudden, it vanished without any warning whatsoever. One moment it was there, and the next moment it wasn't.

"Astrid!" the Chief-to-be called to her. "You know what to do!"

"On it!" she shouted back. Rallying Arachne and the twins, she and Blackhawk soared off to another part of the forest in an attempt to locate the fog monster.

Hiccup, Fishlegs, Snotlout, and Snaketail flew onward, each pair of eyes wide open and alert for any sign of movement. At one point, Snotlout thought he saw the fog monster and led them in that direction, only for it to vanish again and leave them with no idea where they were. Again and again, the cycle repeated itself – the fog monster appeared, led them on a wild yak chase, and disappeared once more.

Eventually, they found themselves soaring toward a clearing in the middle of the swamp. They thought it was a clearing, at least, because it was difficult to tell with all the mist. It was a very large depression in the ground that was covered partially with rock. Strangely, the humid climate of Breakneck Bog seemed to be even warmer in this area. On the other side of the depression was the entrance to a cave, but there weren't any signs of monster activity around it, leading Hiccup to believe that it was empty or abandoned.

"I think we lost it," exclaimed the Haddock boy, frustrated.

The Monster Riders got off of their mounts and searched the area, in case it was hiding somewhere. Indeed, there was no sign of it anywhere.

"We lost it, too!" Astrid's shout came from overhead. She and the remaining riders landed and rapidly dismounted their monsters as well.

Then Arachne spoke up, in a voice containing an undertone of barely-constrained panic. "Y-Yeah, but it didn't lose us!"

As one, the group turned around and immediately saw the cloud of mist reaching out with its ghostly tendrils, effectively spreading across their entire range of vision. Within moments, they were surrounded by a ring of mist so thick that they couldn't see through to the other side. They were effectively trapped.

How could such a situation get any worse? The riders found out when their monsters spread their wings and rose above the ground. Cuddles joined in the mutiny, much to Arachne's dismay and horror.

"They're leaving us?!" shrieked Snaketail, close to panic mode.

"No, come back!" Tuff shouted.

"I knew Snotsnarl never liked me…" whimpered Snotlout, deflating.

But for some reason, their monsters weren't moving any higher. It wasn't just the heavy ones like Heatray or Twinhorn, though – even the lighter ones were staying put. That was when Hiccup started to make sense of the situation.

They weren't fleeing – they were going to help the teens fight.

"Guys, wait!" the Haddock boy almost yelled. His voice was undercut with a subtle hint of disbelieving joy.

All together, the monsters flapped their wings and wingarms powerfully, creating strong gusts of wind that tore through the haze of fog. The cloud swirled violently, then broke apart, and finally dissipated entirely, to reveal the fog monster within…

…or not.

Hiccup blinked, confusion swimming in his eyes. "There's nothing here…?"

They were alone. There was no fog monster. It had only been a cloud of mist with a mind of its own… hadn't it?

"B-B-B-But this makes no sense!" Fishlegs burst out. "The thing in Johann's ship, the weird scary sounds… all of it added up to a fog monster!"

"You're _complaining_?" Snotlout asked, incredulously. "There's no fog monster! Awesome! Let's find that dumb old chest and get out of here before the fog comes back!"

Suddenly, Hiccup remembered that moment in Trader Johann's ship, when that eye had appeared from out of nowhere in front of his face and an invisible something had grabbed the chest from out of his hands…

_Invisible… that's it!_ he realized.

Turning to Astrid, he asked, "Astrid, do you have the… you know… what I made in the forge yesterday?"

Her expression brightened. "Oh yeah!" she exclaimed, reaching into a small pouch at her waist that was almost hidden by her skirt. "You sure this is going to work?"

Catching the round object that the Hofferson girl threw to him, Hiccup casually tossed it back and forth between his hands. He ignored the expressions of confusion on the other riders' faces. "I don't know. I never had the chance to test this. But here goes nothing, I guess…"

What the inventor had in his hands was a Sonic Bomb. Basically, it consisted of a hollow shell of iron with a small ball concealed in it. When he threw the bomb, the air passing through the holes in its shell would stimulate the ball (filled with harmless, yet unstable, chemicals from a source he refused to reveal), causing it to explode. The sound would be magnified by the Sonic Bomb's outer shell, which is what prompted Hiccup to name it a 'Sonic Bomb'. But none of this had been tested – it was all part of Hiccup's theory.

Holding his breath, he lobbed the Sonic Bomb at the middle of the clearing they stood in. By reflex, he covered his ears, prompting his friends to mimic him. They had no clue what was happening or what disastrous machine Hiccup had invented this time – all those monster-hunting contraptions going horribly wrong over the years came to their minds – so they decided it was wise to guard their ears as he was.

They were right in doing so. The Sonic Bomb flew a rather long distance before exploding, producing a ridiculously high-pitched, whining noise as it did so. Luckily, it exploded far enough away from them so that the monsters with more sensitive hearing wouldn't be affected.

The only monster that was affected was the Chameleos.

Producing a shriek of its own, the camouflaged elder dragon popped into existence, too agitated by the noise to regulate its invisibility. It was an oddball dragon once it was revealed – with purple-and-pink scales, a long tongue and fangs, a flat tail that curled to a prehensile point, and two googly eyes. Shaking its head, the Chameleos gurgled and flapped its wings, disturbed by the Sonic Bomb's tone.

Fishlegs squealed like a little girl – it was either from amazement, realization, or fear. Probably all three. "It _totally_ makes sense now! That's a _Chameleos elder dragon_! I thought that thing was only a _myth_! Wooooooooo!"

"So, you knew of this before?" Astrid growled at him.

"And we saw one last time we went to Outcast Island," Tuff added.

"Well, I've read about it," Legs defended himself, "I didn't actually know it existed!"

"You went with 'fog monster' instead?" demanded Arachne.

Hiccup broke them up, keeping one eye on the Chameleos – which was hard, because his eyeballs didn't move independently of one another, like the Chameleos' eyeballs did. "Guys, can we please sort this out later? Legs, what did the book say?"

Counting on his fingers, the Ingerman boy went on, "It hides itself in a veil of mist… and by turning itself invisible… it's very rare and very territorial, like all elder dragons… and… uhhhhhhhh… uh, I forget the third thing."

By now, the Chameleos was growing bolder, scuttling closer to the newcomers to its bog. It took halting, cautious steps, but moved much faster than it looked. Its tongue would occasionally flick out as it observed them.

It got even closer. Too close for Sightless' comfort. The Gore Magala screamed and fired a blast of virus. The Chameleos instantly crawled backwards, and as soon as the leftover virus had faded, it rushed forward with poison gas hissing from the sides of its mouth.

Immediately, Snaketail ordered her Diablos forward. Twinhorn snorted, a great puff of steam coming from her nostrils, and rushed the oncoming Chameleos. Her horns purposely pointed downward so that she wouldn't cause fatal injuries, she shoved her head into the Chameleos' chest and shoved upwards. Off balance, the elder dragon reared onto its hind legs and toppled onto its back.

"Ruff, Tuff!" Fishlegs yelled urgently. "You've got a Lunastra and Teostra – they're almost as strong as that Chameleos!"

Dumbly, Tuff replied, "Yeah, so?"

Sighing, Legs explained, "You've got the best chance of fighting it!"

The twins brightened. "Oh yeah, that kinda makes sense," replied Ruff. "Queen, let's show that guy what _real_ elder dragons are made of!"

Snorting, Queen spread her wings and blew a cloud of powder toward the Chameleos. Once it got up, it found itself surrounded by the red, flammable substance. It looked left and right, rotating its eyes in an almost innocent kind of confusion.

"Spark it, King!" Tuff yelled.

The Teostra obeyed, snapping his fangs hard enough to create a spark. The powder ignited and exploded, and the Chameleos, being very intolerant to heat and fire, wailed as the searing flames produced by the explosion danced painfully along its sensitive hide.

Before the Chameleos could recover, the twins both did their hand signal for 'attack'. Queen and King galloped forward, their heads lowered, and simultaneously rammed the other elder dragon. Their combined strength was enough to send the lizard-like monster flying into the wall, where it fell dazedly to the ground.

Seeing an opportunity, Hiccup shouted, "We have to fall back!"

"Fall back where?" retorted Ruff.

Ignoring her, he ordered, "Arachne, give us a smokescreen."

"Don't have to ask me twice," the gang's littlest member smirked, giving a hand signal to Cuddles.

The Smokebreath dragon spat out a cloud of smoke large enough to hide the entire group from view. Not knowing what the smoke was, and not willing to risk dealing with the unknown, the Chameleos shrank backwards so that the dark grey substance wouldn't touch it. The Monster Riders used that opportunity to fly their winged mounts up to the lip of the gorge.

When the smoke cleared, the Chameleos was nowhere to be seen.

"Um, why are we still here?" asked Fishlegs. "Why aren't we leaving?"

"We can't leave," retorted Hiccup. "Not without that chest, anyway."

"You don't even know if it _has_ it!" Snotlout yelled.

Getting him to look over at her with a tap to his shoulder, Arachne wordlessly pointed to something that the group had overlooked, thanks to the Chameleos and its fog demanding their attention. It was an anchor, lying on the ground near the entrance to the cave on the other side of the clearing.

"No, but I've got a pretty good idea," Hiccup said, spotting the anchor as well. "Gang, let's get a closer look."

The Monster Riders dismounted their monsters and made sure that they were comfortable. They assured the monsters that they weren't going to be long, then snuck into the clearing and hid themselves behind a small hill that sat almost right in front of the cave opening. The riders took their positions by flattening themselves against the hill and peeking over the top.

Hiccup turned back to Fishlegs. "Well, anything else you'd like to share?"

"Unfortunately, yes," the husky boy muttered, rather reluctantly. "That third thing? The Chameleos is an unintelligent and curious monster that practices kleptomania. It gathers the things that it collects and uses them to build its nest."

Tuff wrinkled his nose. "Ugh, that doesn't sound so comfy. Or does it…?"

"It's not supposed to be," Legs lectured further. "They do it to protect their nest from other monsters. Not many monsters will steal eggs from an elder dragon, and even fewer monsters will steal eggs from an elder dragon whose nest is full of random, unusual items."

To himself, Hiccup nodded as he considered his friend's words. "I wish I could see in that cave. It's got to be where the Chameleos has its nest."

"Oh yes you do," agreed Tuff. "It looks pretty awesome."

That reply didn't make any sense at first, but only when Hiccup glanced over at the male Thorston and saw him peering through a small spyglass.

"Where'd you get that?" questioned Snaketail.

"Duh, on the ship," he replied, "or whatever it was that was in the tree."

Quick as a baby Scuttleclaw, Hiccup snatched the spyglass out of Tuff's hand and held it up to his eye. When he centered it on the cave entrance, he gasped aloud – inside was a huge collection of various objects, including crates, weapons, jewelry, and many other human-made objects. Fishlegs was right. The Chameleos really was a curious fellow.

And then Hiccup saw the item that was sitting on top of the biggest pile of loot, illuminated by a ray of sunlight that was streaming through a small hole in the cavern wall. A chest with the Berk crest on it.

"It's in there!" he exclaimed.

But, as soon as he said it, the Chameleos became visible. It appeared in the middle of its piles of stolen objects, head turning this way and that as if scanning for danger. Finding none in the vicinity, the elder dragon settled down onto its nest for a nap.

"We've got to get it away from there…" mused Arachne, stroking her chin as she thought.

"Maybe we can lure it away?" suggested Astrid.

"But how?" Hiccup asked.

At that moment, they heard Snotlout. The obnoxious Viking wannabe was leaning against the side of the wall next to them, cheerily whistling a merry tune as he polished the golden necklace that he was still in possession of. He paused his melody to breathe heavily on it, then started to vigorously rub the spot in order to get the grime off of it.

"Hmm… shiny," he chuckled.

Then he happened to look up from his work, and he saw the rest of the Monster Riders staring at him with identical grins plastered on their faces.

Lout chuckled again, more nervously this time. "Eh… what?"

* * *

><p>"Heeeeeere, dragon!" Snotlout called out timidly, standing atop the lip of the depression and dangling his necklace in front of him. He gave it a little shake, making it jingle, and went on, "Nice elder dragon! Got something for you! Over here! Come get it!"<p>

Before long, the Chameleos woke up and crawled out of its cave to investigate the odd noise that was coming from outside of its lair. When it saw Snotlout and his little 'gift', it stopped dead and stared at him with both of its adjustable eyes facing forward. The Chameleos stood there for a solid five seconds, then made up its mind.

A nervous Snotlout witnessed it take a single step forward, and that was it. It disappeared into thin air before he could see it take a second.

"I'm going to make Hiccup eat that chest…" he growled to himself, glancing left and right in an effort to find the invisible monster.

Meanwhile, Hiccup and Sightless stood at the ready, hidden from view. "Okay okay, we'd better move. That thing will be done with Snotlout any second now."

Sightless bounded down into the clearing, taking long, galloping strides toward the unguarded cave. Astrid and Blackhawk followed him inside, where they immediately found themselves surrounded by piles of junk.

"Huh, Trader Johann isn't the only one that must have ran into this thing," Astrid commented. When Blackhawk stopped walking, she took a small dagger from the pile next to her and curiously weighed it in her hand.

Once he had gotten off Sightless' back, Hiccup made a beeline for the chest. Luckily, it was situated at the top of a bunch of crates and barrels, making it easy for him to climb up and reach it. In moments, he had taken it in both hands and was already making his way back down to solid ground.

That was when Blackhawk let out an alarmed squawk. Astrid whirled around to face the exit and saw a cloud of thick mist creeping into the cave. "It's coming back, Hiccup!" she cried.

Much faster than it looked, the mist was soon filling up the cavern. Hiccup tried to climb farther down the mess of crates, but he could only go so fast with a heavy chest in his hands, and the mist was already swirling around his toes and rising even higher. Not wishing to be grabbed by the Chameleos, the Haddock boy reversed his direction and took a step up the pile rather than down.

The mist kept rising. When it was too close for comfort, Hiccup called, "Sightless!"

In less than a second, the Gore Magala was there, spreading his cloak and flapping the mist away. It didn't take long for him to clear the cramped chamber of the obscuring fog.

With the mist out of the way, there didn't seem to be anything blocking his escape route, but still, Hiccup hesitated. There was no way of knowing if the Chameleos was beneath him or not, and he didn't want to walk straight into its jaws. He hated that about monsters that could camouflage themselves…

Once again, it was up to Sightless to rescue him. The Gore Magala lofted into the air and landed at the very top of the pile, just above where Hiccup was standing. Without any more hesitation, the Chief-to-be hopped onto the saddle and urged Sightless out of the cavern. Astrid did the same with Blackhawk, and together, the two teens and their monsters flew toward freedom.

But something stopped them.

"HEEEEEELP!" screamed Snotlout, as a very-visible Chameleos pinned him down with its front paws and tried to get his necklace off with its nose horn. "DON'T LEAVE ME!"

"Great," muttered Hiccup, but steered Sightless around anyway. "Virus blast, bud!"

Black fire flashed and made impact with the Chameleos' head. With a scream, the lizard-like beast staggered backward and freed Snotlout from under its weight.

The Jorgenson boy, blubbering a praise to Odin, ran as fast as his legs would carry him toward Hiccup and Sightless. Once he was safely on the saddle behind his cousin, and the chest was tucked securely under Hiccup's arm, they flew out of the cavern and into the sky.

On the ground, the other Monster Riders saw their friends soaring into the sky above Breakneck Bog, and lifted off the ground as well. In only about a minute, everyone was together again, and slowly adjusting their flight positions so that they could get back into formation.

But what no one was counting on was for the Chameleos to follow them.

It was Snotlout who looked back and saw the elder dragon's snapping fangs mere inches away from him – or more accurately, from his necklace, which was flapping behind him in the wind. When he saw that the Chameleos was still after him, he screamed and tried tugging the necklace away, with limited success.

Hiccup saw the Chameleos too. "Would you just give up the necklace, Lout?"

"No!" he shouted. "It's _my_ shiny!"

"Let me put it to you this way," Hiccup tried again, in a very flat tone of voice. "It's either you or your shiny. Which are you going to pick?"

Although normally very opposed to the concept of listening, Snotlout thought about that. And the more he thought, the more he realized something that he would never admit – he couldn't argue with Hiccup. Would the necklace be worth throwing away his life for?

Begrudgingly, Snotlout tore the piece of jewelry off his neck and threw it behind him. It flew right over the Chameleos' head, and the kleptomaniac elder dragon turned around to chase after it.

If anyone thought it would leave them alone after that, they were mistaken. The necklace clenched between its teeth, the Chameleos continued to pursue them.

"At least it can't camouflage itself up here," Hiccup reasoned to himself.

"Snotsnarl!" shrilled Snotlout. The Tigrex flew down and expertly snatched him in response to his call.

Breakneck Bog and the unique features that made up its landscape passed by, far below them, in the blink of an eye. It wasn't too long before they were leaving the island behind, but still, the Chameleos kept chasing them!

_Maybe it wants the chest back,_ thought Hiccup. _That's the only explanation that makes sense._

"Ruff, Tuff, we need you again!" shouted Astrid. "Queen and King can drive the Chameleos away for good!"

"It's elder dragon time!" the twins cheered. They then peeled away from their formation and doubled back to attack the Chameleos.

So focused was the Chameleos on the chest in Hiccup's hands – the chest that, in its primitive mind, had been stolen from it – it never noticed the Lunastra and Teostra that flew in on either side of it. All it knew was that it was chasing after the strange two-legged creature that rode the even stranger black creature, trying to get its box back to its collection, and all of a sudden it was under attack by the same fiery beasts that had nearly killed it in their last encounter.

Chameleoses were usually very timid, peaceful monsters, especially when one found itself up against a monster that it knew could quickly spell the end for it. But this Chameleos was angry and wanted its treasure back. When a monster got angry, it didn't think clearly and acted aggressively – and that's exactly what the Chameleos did. It fought back.

Ruff and Tuff were very surprised when they saw this. Last time they confronted this foe, it never stood a chance. Even they weren't stupid enough to charge toward a battle that they couldn't win. But indeed, the Chameleos was heading for them with aggressive intent, and that really threw them off.

In fact, it threw them off so much that when the Chameleos tackled King, Tuff was so startled that he froze. King's wing was hurt, the result of the Chameleos slamming its considerable weight into his side, and let himself fall toward the ground below. But his rider would help him, right?

Not this time. The Thorston boy was too shocked to do anything but cling to the saddle and brace for impact.

Ruffnut saw her brother, frozen in his metaphorical tracks, plummeting toward a likely fatal meeting with unforgiving earth below. To complicate things, the Chameleos apparently decided that it was finished with King and was coming after her and Queen next.

"Oh no you don't!" she snarled, steering Queen toward the other elder dragon. "No one knocks my brother out of the sky and gets away with it, except me!"

Queen agreed with her rider, making her fury known with a cat-like screech.

The two monsters recklessly rushed each other with no regard for their personal safety. The Chameleos opened its jaws wide, poisonous gas already trailing from the sides of its maw. Queen released her flammable powder as she flew into battle, visible as a red trail that wafted behind her in her wake. It looked like they were on course for an inevitable (and messy) collision.

Then, Ruff did the unexpected. Right before the moment in which the two elder dragons were to meet, she yanked on her Lunastra's crown-like crest, steering her upwards and completely bypassing the Chameleos. It was so unprepared for their evasive maneuver that it flew right into the trail of explosive dust they had left behind them. And why wouldn't it be? One moment, it was about to ram into its foe, and the next moment, there _was_ no foe! It wasn't used to its enemies disappearing into thin air like it did!

"Queen, light it up!" Ruffnut crowed, satisfied that the Chameleos had fallen into her trap.

They turned around, and Queen lit up the powder with a snap of her fangs. The Chameleos was lost from view as it was consumed by the ensuing explosion.

"Now we'll go save Tuffnut!" she added. With that, Queen folded her wings and dove straight down.

By now, the rest of the Monsters had turned around to watch the fight, and were gawking with their mouths hanging open at this point.

"You're seeing this, right?" asked Snaketail, still half-convinced that this wasn't real.

"Um, I think so," Astrid muttered doubtfully. "Unless this is some kind of twisted dream. Since when did _Ruffnut_ play tricks like that? And since when did she care about _Tuffnut_?"

"Since always," Arachne replied. Her voice didn't even carry a shred of doubt. "They might say they hate each other, but _I_ know that isn't true. Why else would they stay at each other's side no matter how often they hit one another?"

Down below, so close to Breakneck Bog that she could reach down and touch the tops of the trees, Ruffnut managed to revive her brother with a well-placed slap to the face. He recovered almost instantly, noticed that they were about to slam into the ground and make a huge mess, and pulled hard on King's horns. Forcing himself to ignore the minor injury his wing had sustained, the Teostra flapped away from the trees, each frantic beat of his wings carrying them higher into the air.

The twins finally reached the rest of the gang, and their monsters ceased flapping. Now that they didn't have to go up, they could stretch out their wings and leisurely cruise alongside the others.

"Told you she hits like a guy," Tuff said, proudly.

"He did," Ruff seconded.

A hideous screech ripped through the air, and a scorched Chameleos streaked through the sky for another attempt at its possession. There was no doubt that it was positively furious by now, and it gained ground faster than anyone could have believed possible. Its googly eyes were fixed on Hiccup and his chest.

"W-Watch out!" stammered Fishlegs.

Arachne smirked and urged Venomwing around to meet the oncoming Chameleos. "Leave this to us! We'll give that overgrown gecko a taste of its own medicine! Cuddles, smokescreen! Venomwing, poison spit!"

While the Chameleos wasn't stopped, it was definitely repelled by the combination of acrid-smelling smoke and painful venom that it found itself being bombarded with. Giving its newest assailants a frustrated shriek, the elder dragon turned around and flew back the way it had come.

"We did it!" cheered Snotlout, lifting his arms above his head. "I mean, Arachne ended up doing it, but it was a team effort! Snotlout, Snotlout, oi oi oi!"

Unfortunately, he had spoken too soon. Because the Chameleos still wasn't done with them.

It was Astrid who spotted the purple blur coming up from below. "HICCUP!"

"Wha–" he began, then cut off his own question with a scream.

Fangs closed around his metal leg and pulled him off of Sightless, so quickly that he barely found the time to grab hold of the saddle. Sightless dipped hard to the left in response to his best friend's pull. Desperately, Hiccup tried to hold onto the chest with one hand and pull himself back onto the Gore Magala with the other, but the Chameleos' grip was too tight and its wings were too strong – indeed, he could barely hang on as it was. It wouldn't be long before his less-than-average strength wore out and the Chameleos could freely fly off with its prize.

The worst part? Even with their friend and leader hanging desperately onto his monster with one hand, with said friend's metallic leg being used as the object of a tug-of-war between its owner and a crazed Chameleos, no one could think of any way to help. They couldn't blast the Chameleos with spines or fire or poison – because of the way Sightless was thrashing about, trying to stay airborne despite the Chameleos' best efforts to rob him of his rider, they might end up hitting the Gore Magala instead!

But, at last, someone acted. That someone was Fishlegs.

Hiccup winced and shouted with pain as the Chameleos suddenly gave an extremely hard yank on his prosthetic before being pulled away. The yank was the result of the elder dragon having a full-grown Gravios slam into its back. It opened its jaws to let out a scream, freeing Hiccup in the process, and helplessly plummeted down to Breakneck Bog.

Everyone peered over the sides of their monsters and watched the purple-pink monster grow smaller and smaller until it finally disappeared amongst the trees that choked the landscape.

"You will not haunt my dreams!" shouted Fishlegs, shaking a fist at the spot where the Chameleos had vanished for the last time. Then, to himself, he whimpered, "I don't think I'll ever sleep again…"

Hiccup sighed with relief as he pulled himself up to safety. "Well, there's a lesson we learned from all of that."

"_Never_ go _anywhere_ without our weapons _ever again_," Astrid answered, emphatically.

Chuckling, Hiccup corrected her, "I was going to say 'even Ruffnut can come up with foolproof rescue plans', but that works too."

* * *

><p><strong>Back on Berk<strong>

Slowly and carefully, Blackhawk and Twinhorn lowered Trader Johann's ship into the water. They had made another trip back to Breakneck Bog to retrieve the ruined watercraft, and some of the things the Chameleos had stolen. While they did that, Hiccup had gone out on a solo mission to rescue Johann himself, who had been left in the middle of the ocean by Snotlout and the twins.

Since Hiccup had found Johann on a small rock in the middle of the sea, surrounded by hungry Zamtrioses that were trying to crawl up the tiny island's side to get to him, he concluded that it was probably a good thing that he had arrived when he did.

"Alright, alright!" Stoick bellowed to the monsters that were carrying the ship. "Keep going! A little to the left!"

"We're going to have to clear the forest if we want to fix _that_ boat," Gobber wisecracked.

"I'm glad you're safe, Johann," said Stoick, turning to the bedraggled trader. "Is there anything else we can do for you before we repair your ship and send you on your way?"

Johann pretended to think. "Why, yes! Just give me five minutes alone with _the three little brats who dropped me into the ocean_!"

At the sound of his enraged shout, Snotlout and the twins nervously chuckled to themselves before flying off on their monsters.

"WHERE'S MY SALMON?!" Tuff could be heard shouting.

Yes indeed, the three of them would survive to wreak havoc another day.

* * *

><p><strong>Hiccup's House, Evening<strong>

At last, the moment of truth had arrived.

Hiccup and Stoick, son and father, stood in front of the table and looked at the chest that sat there in front of them. After so much searching and more suspense than they ever needed, the coveted item and the mysteries that dwelled inside was about to be opened.

"Well?" Stoick asked. "Go ahead, son. Open it."

Moments ago, he had confirmed for Hiccup what Johann had previously told him – that inside the chest was something not for Stoick, but for Hiccup, and that whatever it was had been a present from his long-dead mother. The junior Haddock stared up at his dad, only to receive a small smile and an encouraging nod.

That was all Hiccup needed. Taking a deep breath, he walked forward and pushed open the lid of the chest.

Inside was a small, purple figure. Soft and plush, made in the shape of a Yian Garuga, it was an item meant for a young child.

When Hiccup took it and held it in his hands, feeling the comfortable material that it had been sewed together from, he felt something strange. Like a combination of sadness and happiness that swelled up from inside his heart and made his hands tremble slightly. The feeling caused something to stir in the back of his mind… a memory, perhaps?

Even with all these new feelings coming up from inside of him, all Hiccup could say was – "I remember this."

"Aye, you should," confirmed Stoick, putting a hand on his shoulder. "Your mother made that for you when you were just a baby. Scared you half to death. You couldn't sleep for a week!"

Incredulous, Hiccup asked, "I was afraid of monsters?"

From his comfortable position in front of the fireplace, Sightless got to his feet and ambled over to the Haddock boy's side, gurgling softly. He dipped his muzzle down to 'look' at the stuffed Garuga, appearing to sense it despite his lack of eyes.

"Terrified," Stoick told his son. "One day, when we were out fishing, you had enough of that thing and threw it into the sea!"

"Th-Then…" Hiccup stammered, briefly rendered speechless. "How did Johann find it?"

"It showed up in a fishing net, apparently," his father replied. "The fisherman ended up showing it to Johann and made a trade for it, and Johann contacted me immediately. I don't know how he knew where it came from… but your mother _had_ traded him quite a few quilts in the past, so her handiwork was well-known."

Hiccup was silent for a few moments.

"I was so little when Mom…" he began, then hesistated. "When she… you know… I was so worried that I'd forget her. But now…" Here, he looked at the toy Garuga again. "I love it."

Stoick tightened his grip on Hiccup's shoulder a little bit and smiled at him again. "It would make her very happy to finally hear you say that."

Unable to help it, Hiccup smiled back.

That night, when Hiccup went for a short night flight with Sightless, he left the stuffed Garuga in his room, nestled safely in a cozy spot on his headboard. As the only object he had to remind himself of his late mother, there was no way he was ever going to let it go again.

* * *

><p><strong>Outcast Island<strong>

"Are yeh sure this is gonna work?" Alvin asked his guest.

"Oh, I'm sure," the shadowed figure replied. "Come Bork Week, you'll have your Monster Conqueror ready to train your monsters, and _you'll_ be ready to ship _Berk's_ monsters far away."

"Yeh've got me word," Alvin grunted. He paused, as if listening to something, then headed for the door. "Now if you'll excuse me, poor Nightshade's gotten 'erself in trouble with them Tetsucabras again."

The door slammed shut behind his back, leaving no one but a small sheep to listen to the mysterious man's unpleasant chuckles.

* * *

><p><em>Most people are afraid of things because they don't understand them.<em>

_For me, it was monsters. But one day, that changed. And my greatest fear became my best friend._

* * *

><p><strong>The mystery of the mysteriously warm Breakneck Bog shall be explored when I write the sequel. Here's a little teaser – it's connected to the murderous elder dragons from "When Elders Strike".<strong>

'**Wingarm' is a term used in Monster Hunter 4 Ultimate to describe the front legs of monsters that have wings attached to their arms, like Diablos and Gore Magala. Go figure.**

**Leave a review, please, because I'd greatly appreciate such a gesture.**

**Next time: Pearl of a Different Color**
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_**Chapter 22**_

_**Pearl of a Different Color Part 1**_

* * *

><p><em>Vikings are strong, tough, and courageous. But courage is a funny thing – most are born with it… for some, it's a never ending struggle… and for others, well, they just don't know enough to be afraid.<em>

* * *

><p><strong>Berk Monster Academy<strong>

"I don't believe it," Hiccup said. "It looks like Twinhorn's broken horn is finally growing back to its normal size."

"It's still got about a third of the way to go, though," Snaketail replied, running her hand over her Diablos' new horn. "She grew it to a point last night. Twinhorn's horn almost has its twin again!"

Twinhorn rumbled pleasantly at Snaketail's touch, and leaned her head into her rider's shoulder, wanting to be petted more.

And speaking of twins, a pained grunt brought the Haddock boy's and Grundenson girl's attention back to the center of the arena, where Ruffnut and Tuffnut were currently dueling. Actually, 'dueling' really wasn't the correct term. It was more of a brutish brawl between the two shield-wielding Thorstons, which came to an end when Ruff beat her brother into submission with repeated strikes with the blunt edge of her shield.

Believe it or not, but beating each other up was the entire point of today's lesson. Gobber had broken into the Berk Dragon Academy that afternoon and interrupted Hiccup's lecture, insisting that the Berk Monster Riders practice hand-to-hand combat. And he _never_ took no for an answer.

A grand total of five Monster Riders were thrilled at this change in development – Astrid, Ruff, Tuff, Snotlout, and Snaketail. Two of them wished they were anywhere else – Fishlegs and Arachne.

And Hiccup? He was somewhere in between. The scrawny leader of the Monster Riders had never enjoyed hand-to-hand combat (even Arachne could beat him), but in the week since the adventure in Breakneck Bog, he had been designing a new weapon that he was all too eager to try out.

"As I've said a million times," Gobber said, striding back into the middle of the arena, "and as Ruffnut has demonstrated so splendidly, the shield can be yer most important weapon! Now, who's next?"

"Hold it!" Tuff called, sitting up. "Don't I get to hit her back?"

"On yer own time," the blacksmith replied, rolling his eyes. "Hiccup, Astrid, yer up!"

Hiccup paused, not sure he had heard his mentor correctly. "D-Did, did Gobber say what I think he said?"

"You against Astrid. Good luck," snickered Snaketail.

Stepping forward to protest, Hiccup began, "I-I don't think it's fair for me to fight –"

Three seconds later, he was pinned underneath the Hofferson girl's boot with his arm behind his back and his Hunter's Dagger halfway across the arena.

Gobber decided that it was best to chime in with some advice for his apprentice. "When you find yerself in a situation like this, it's best ta hold still an' take deep breaths."

Oh, Hiccup tried. But breathing while ninety pounds of pure muscle is pinning you to the ground is easier said than done. The best he could muster was a strangled gasp and a constipated expression.

"When tha's not an option," Gobber continued, nonplussed, "I would advise playin' dead."

Hiccup played dead. Either that, or he was really dead. It was very difficult to tell when Astrid was involved.

"Just like that!" announced Gobber, satisfied. "Well done, Hiccup! Good form, Astrid."

Mercifully, Astrid got off of him and extended a hand. Hiccup gratefully took it and allowed her to help him to his feet. She smiled at him brightly and punched him in the shoulder.

"You okay?" she chirped.

Strain evident in his voice, Hiccup gasped, "Never been better… the old arm should pop back into place in no time."

Astrid's smile widened. "Don't worry. You'll get to try out your new weapon soon enough."

Gobber, meanwhile, had moved on. "Snotlout, Fishlegs, yer next. Let's see what yeh've got."

"I think we all know what I've got!" crowed Snotlout. He commenced parading around and chanting, "Snotlout, Snotlout, oi oi oi!"

A laugh in his voice, Gobber called out, "Fishlegs, come on, don't be shy. Vikings can't rely on monsters alone ta protect them! Get tha' Sword and Shield of yours out an' show me what yeh can do."

There was no answer from the chubbiest member of the Monster Riders. In fact, said member didn't appear to be present at all.

"Hmm, that's odd," Arachne said, looking around. "Did anyone see him leave?"

"More importantly, did anyone see him _come in_?" Astrid challenged.

"Thoughts on Fishlegs' whereabouts?" Hiccup asked the others.

Snaketail got up and retrieved her Charge Blade. "None whatsoever. Can I volunteer in Fishlegs' place so I can kick Snotlout's ass now?"

* * *

><p><strong>Elsewhere<strong>

Fishlegs wasn't far – he was only on an uninhabited island several miles away from Berk, watching the sunset with his trusty monster partner, Heatray.

"Ah, what a glorious end to the day," Legs sighed in contentment. "You and me on our own secret island, no dumb hand-to-hand combat training, and best of all… not a Snotlout to be found for miles."

A chilly ocean breeze blew in and caused the Ingerman boy to shiver. Heatray, who had been snacking on some of the pebbles scattered along the beach, noticed his discomfort and sat down hard enough to make the ground shake. She curled her tail and wings around her rider and best friend, offering him protection from the cold.

Smiling at her in response to the favor, Fishlegs was struck by inspiration and began to recite a poem. Heatray really did like his poems. This particular composition went like this;

"_There once was a monster named Heatray,_

_Who thought a day on the beach was a great day._

_When she met her pal Fish,_

_She'd fulfill his greatest wish…_

_To be forever by his side and stay._"

He turned around and saw the Gravios stomping away from him and his singing.

"Okay…" he said, with a mix of confusion and hurt. "Yeah, that was bad, even for me…"

Heatray ignored him and hunkered down on the sand, using her stubby wing claws to scrape out a big hole.

"That bad?" Fishlegs asked, wincing.

Then, he realized the urgency with which his monster was digging. She wasn't trying to get away from his singing, she had discovered something. Curious, he walked over to the side of the pit that Heatray was working on, peered over the side – and immediately, his eyes were rounder than grapefruits.

"What is that?" he gasped.

Falling onto his hands and knees to get a closer look, he didn't notice that the object that Heatray had dug up bathed his face with a luminous glow.

* * *

><p><strong>Village Plaza, Evening<strong>

Night had fallen, and there was still no sign of Fishlegs. The Berk Monster Riders had searched as much of the island as they could in hopes of finding their missing friend, but they hadn't had any luck at all. They met back in the village, a few of them carrying torches so that they could see each other in the darkness.

"I'm starting to get a little worried about Fishlegs," murmured Astrid, her face betraying her concern.

"Where could he have gone?" wondered Snaketail. "I mean, it's obvious he wanted to miss out on Gobber's lesson, but surely he'd have realized that we'd be finished by now. What if something bad happened to him? What if he's hurt?"

Ruffnut folded her arms casually. "Nah, he looks okay to me."

As one, everyone turned to gaze in the direction that Ruff was facing. Immediately, they saw a huge, dark shape slowly flying their way, getting bigger and clearer as it descended into the light of their torches. It was Fishlegs, of course, mounted atop Heatray and carrying his saddlebag with him.

"Is Fishlegs… glowing?" inquired Tuffnut.

Actually, now that Hiccup really got a good look at the husky monster enthusiast, there did seem to be an eerie, whitish glow about him. Hesitantly, he replied, "You know… I think you're right, Tuff. He _is_ glowing."

"Not for long," smirked Snotlout, cracking his knuckles.

When Fishlegs landed, the gang crowded around him, their expressions ranging from blank (Ruffnut) to sadistic (Snotlout). He glanced at each of them in turn, not even flinching when he met Lout's smug smirk or Astrid's disapproving stare. In fact, he seemed giddy for some reason.

"Where _were_ you?!" blurted Arachne. "You missed out on hand-to-hand combat training! Oh my Thor, the way Astrid totally decked Hiccup was _so awesome_!"

Astrid blushed and Hiccup shuddered at the ten-year-old's praise. The latter self-consciously rubbed the shoulder that his girlfriend had abused. It was nice that the little Philston girl was such a fan of Astrid, but Hiccup still wished that her thrills didn't come at his expense.

"More like hand-to-face combat!" Snotlout interjected, pounding a fist into his palm. "_My_ hand to your _face_!"

Dryly, Fishlegs replied, "I don't know about you, but I prefer to use the part of my body _above_ the neck."

"_What_ neck?" Lout snickered.

Snaketail had to bite her fist to keep herself from laughing out loud.

"Oh, amusing," muttered Legs, dismounting from Heatray. "But I refuse to encourage your violent tendencies, Snotlout."

"Don't knock it 'til you try it," the Jorgenson boy said dismissively.

Then, that strange white glow began to come from Fishlegs – or more accurately, Fishlegs' saddlebag.

"He's glowing again," Ruff hissed.

"I know, spooky," Tuff answered.

Chuckling, Fishlegs opened the saddlebag, causing even more light to spill out from whatever was inside. "It's not me, guys. It's this."

He withdrew his pudgy hand from the depths of his satchel and revealed the most amazing thing Hiccup, or any of the others, had ever seen. It was a humongous pearl, the surface of which glistened with a rich, pure sheen in the light of the torches. The glow that had first been seen from within the satchel didn't seem to be coming from the outside of the pearl – rather, its eerie light was coming from _inside_ it.

"Whooooooa…" the gang said, all at once.

The pearl's holder beamed. He'd never been subjected to such awe from his friends. It felt great.

"I've never seen anything like that before," Hiccup murmured, reaching out with a hand to brush the pearl's smooth outer shell. "Where'd you find it?"

"Never mind that!" Snaketail interrupted. "First tell us what it _is_!"

That was when Fishlegs' smile fell flat. He confessed that he had no idea what it was, other than some kind of gemstone, and that he and Heatray had happened to come across it by some stroke of random luck.

However, he did have an idea of who to ask in order to get all the answers.

* * *

><p><strong>Meade Hall<strong>

Gobber wasn't in his forge, but having dinner in the Meade Hall.

The crowd of Berkians, who had been polishing off their meal when the Monster Riders walked in, gathered around and muttered amongst themselves in wonder, all of them curious and fascinated by the mystical pearl that Fishlegs had brought along.

"It's a Stone of Good Fortune," Gobber murmured reverently. "Me great-uncle's wife's brother told me about its amazin' powers."

"I thought he was mute!" Mulch piped up.

"Until he found the stone," replied Gobber. "Then we couldn't shut 'im up."

Arachne stepped forth. "I've heard about Stones of Good Fortune," she informed them, solemnly. "My parents once told me about them before they… uh… kicked the bucket… and I came to Berk. They said that anyone who comes in contact with one will be bestowed with good luck."

Ruff looked befuddled. "They kicked Bucket? What for?"

"Stone of Good Fortune, eh…?" Snotlout wondered aloud.

A thoughtful, sly sparkle lit up the Jorgenson's eyes. Hiccup saw, and it was safe to say that he did _not_ like the look on his pig-headed cousin's face one bit. He'd have to keep a close eye on that one…

Immediately, the crowd began closing in, all shouting at once and reaching out with their hands to touch the stone. Fishlegs nervously backed away, but that did nothing but spur the crowd on. The top of his helmeted head had all but disappeared beneath the desperate Vikings, when all of a sudden…

"That's enough! Everyone stand back!"

In came Stoick the Vast, just in time to save the day.

The Chief parted the crowd with ease, and he strode up to Gobber and the Monster Riders without even pausing to do so. "Now, who found this, kids?"

"That would be me, sir…" whimpered Legs, who was on the floor. Stoick graciously helped him up.

"It's a Stone of Good Fortune, Stoick!" announced Gobber, cheerfully.

Those four magic words were all it took to get the crowd into a frenzy again. They didn't dare get too close when their Chief was present, but they started hopping up and down, waving their beefy arms and shouting in an attempt to get their voices heard above their fellows.

"Please, I want to give it a touch!"

"I'd like some good fortune!"

"Please let me through! My baby needs good fortune!"

Tuff was right next to the anxious mother who uttered that last plea. "_I'll_ say!" he exclaimed, recoiling. "That's a _baby_?! I thought it was a bundle of sticks wrapped in bacon."

Rolling her eyes, Snaketail pulled him away. "Okay, that's enough, Tuffnut."

It was at that precise moment when the crowd began to shout out to Fishlegs again. Uncomfortable, the Ingerman boy tried to make himself as small as possible – not easy when you had height and girth to spare, like he did. Random Vikings called out offers of payment to him, wanting to buy his pearl.

"Three yaks for the Stone!"

"Four chickens!"

"Twenty sheep and my first-born son, Gustav!"

All of a sudden, the Monster Riders saw the Larson boy – a black-haired individual with a helmet too big for his head, about Arachne's age – being held up above the crowd by his mother, with an expression that spoke volumes of the confusion he felt about being offered in exchange for a magic rock.

Indignant at Mrs. Larson's offer, Arachne scowled, "Hey! Put him down! He's not a barnyard animal!"

Gustav heard her, and shot her a grateful smile.

"Listen to me!" roared Stoick. "This belongs to Fishlegs. Whatever he does with it is up to him, and I will not have you bother him all night. Now, I command –"

But, as it turned out, not even the Chief could hold back a mob of desperate Vikings for long. Indeed, he hadn't even finished his sentence when their shouts grew to a volume sufficient to drown out his orders.

"I'll give you ten yaks!" called Bucket.

"Four chickens!" one Viking repeated.

"Three chickens!" called another, obviously unable to count.

Just then, Hiccup intervened, placing a hand on Fishlegs' shoulder and leading him out of the Meade Hall while Stoick and Gobber tried to calm the villagers. "I think we should get you out of here… for your own good. You saw how those guys almost trampled you in there."

The rest of the Monster Riders followed Hiccup and Fishlegs out of the hall and down the steps. With everyone either in bed or being reprimanded by their Chief, the village was totally quiet, with only the chilly night wind and the chirping of crickets making any sound. It was very relaxing, and exactly what they needed to calm down after what had went down in the Meade Hall.

Well, it was relaxing until Snotlout spoke up.

"You're turning down twenty sheep _and_ Gustav Larson?" he exclaimed, throwing his arms in the air in disbelief. "You're _turning that down_? Come on! What do you want for it?"

"You can't have it, Snotlout!" Legs protested, instinctively holding his pearl more protectively in his arms. "Not for any price!"

"Oh, I think I can," the arrogant Jorgenson smirked. "You seem to forget – when the Snotlout wants something, he just takes it!"

"And talks in third person while he's at it…" muttered Arachne.

"Yeah? How badly do you really want it?" challenged Astrid, holding up a fist to her enemy's face.

Lout's smirk turned into a scowl, and he refused to meet her gaze. "Pfft. You're lucky I don't hit girls…"

"So are you," Astrid hissed dangerously.

Tired from their long day, the Monster Riders decided to turn in. They gradually broke up, wandering back to their houses. Well, only the twins and Snaketail did – Fishlegs hurried down to the docks, and a suspicious Hiccup followed him. Astrid followed Hiccup in turn, Arachne stomped back up the Meade Hall to rescue Gustav, and Snotlout just stood there with that scowl on his face.

"Fine, 'take it' it is," he muttered.

* * *

><p><strong>Sky over the Open Ocean<strong>

As soon as Hiccup and Astrid saw Fishlegs meet Heatray at the docks and fly out to sea with her, they rushed to get their monsters. Soon, they were in pursuit.

A Gravios is not the fastest or most graceful of fliers, so the other two caught up to her in no time. Fishlegs took their sudden appearance remarkably well, and didn't object to them accompanying him to… wherever it was he was going.

In the dark of night, the three monsters soared over the ocean. Their destination was a complete mystery to all of them, bar one. However, as they flew, Hiccup began to get a really good idea of what the pudgiest of the riders had in mind.

"You sure you want to do this, Fishlegs?" the scrawny Haddock boy called.

"There's too much stress! You saw that mob, they ran right over me!" was Fishlegs' near-frantic response.

Astrid agreed, "Like a sack of flour!"

Shuddering at the memory, Legs continued, to himself as much as to the others, "I just want to put this jewel back where I found it, and never think about it again. Stone of Good Fortune, _yeah right_!"

Minutes passed, and out of the blackness, the outline of an island grew clearer and clearer. Seeing it appear on the horizon, Fishlegs urged Heatray to fly faster. She did so, and each vigorous beat of her heavy wings carried her that much more quickly toward the land in the distance.

Hiccup glanced across to Astrid and nodded. Now he definitely knew what his best human friend had in mind.

Sightless and Blackhawk increased their speed, catching up to Heatray in no time at all. Once more, the three Monster Riders were flying together, with Fishlegs in the front. But when they got close to the island, Sightless tensed up and flicked his horns forward, sensing something. The Gore Magala growled in his throat and turned his head left and right, scanning for something.

"Whoa, easy there, bud," Hiccup soothed.

And then, he looked at the island, and saw what Sightless had 'seen' before him. His mouth opened slightly in surprise.

"Fishlegs," he called ahead, "I thought you said you found it buried in the sand!"

"I did!" came the confirmation.

"Yeah, well, then what's that?" asked Hiccup, jabbing a finger at the beach in front of them.

It was a different beach than the one Fishlegs had visited earlier that evening, being much bigger and positioned next to a forest, rather than a cliff. But the main difference was with what was on the beach – almost a hundred, if not more than a hundred, shallow pits dug in the grainy sand. Inside each of those pits sat a brightly-glowing pearl, identical to the one Fishlegs had taken and was now returning.

"I think those are… monster nests!" Astrid gasped.

The second she said it, Fishlegs knew it. "You're right!"

"O-Okay…" the Hofferson girl stammered. "Well, why would a monster fill its nest with pearls?"

Precisely three seconds passed, and then the truth hit the trio like a ton of rocks.

"Because they're… not really pearls," whispered Hiccup.

"They're monster eggs!" Fishlegs all but shrieked. "How could I have missed that? The egg I dug up must have gotten washed to that other beach and then buried!" He looked down at his lap, ashamed. "I can't believe I almost kept this baby monster from its mother…"

Heatray heard him and growled with sympathy.

"But you didn't," said Hiccup, in much the same tone. "Now let's find a nest that doesn't already have an egg, put it back, and get out of here."

Together, they flew down close to the ground, careful not to disturb the nests and the pearly eggs that sat so innocently in their hollows. It wasn't hard to find a slight, eggless depression in the sand directly in the middle of the nesting ground. Sightless, Blackhawk, and Heatray gathered around it as their riders dismounted.

As soon as they did, Sightless' head shot up. He scanned the area, using his horns to detect anything that might have been out of place. Oh, and there was something out of place, alright. Feeling the heat signatures of native monsters close by, he bared his teeth and let out a long, drawn-out growl.

Feeling the skin on the back of his neck prickle, Hiccup muttered, "The mothers must be close…"

Blackhawk suddenly perked up as well, her pointy ears pricked high. The Yian Garuga could hear the sand shifting, as if something was crawling closer. She squawked harshly, a warning if there ever was one.

"Yeah, really close…" quavered Astrid. She'd never admit it, but this place with its glowing eggs gave her the creeps. "Fishlegs! Say goodbye and let's go!"

In his haste, the husky Ingerman nearly dropped the egg. "Okay okay okay!" he said. Gently, he placed the pearl into its rightful place and cooed, "Goodbye, little shiny monster egg."

With all due speed, the three teens scrambled back up their monsters and into their riding positions. The monsters lifted off and flew along the beach, heading back to the point where they had arrived on the island. From there, they would fly in a straight line back to Berk.

And then Hiccup heard something. He glanced down and saw two hills of sand moving along the beach, chasing after them.

"They're following us!" he yelled to the others.

Although she took a peek as well, Astrid was unable to see what he had. "Yeah, but what are they? I don't see anything back there!"

Thoroughly unnerved now, the riders urged their monsters to move faster. The only problem was that the sand kept up with them. A sudden blast of clear liquid rushed past Sightless' injured wing, and stray droplets rained down on his back and Hiccup's face.

"It's shooting water at us!" the Chief-to-be reported. Sightless ducked under another projectile.

"Invisible water-shooting monsters? Great!" Fishlegs replied, sarcastically.

"We have to get away from this beach," added Astrid, taking the lead.

They were lucky. Seawater, and not sand, was now below them, and the trio was now over the ocean again. It would be smooth sailing all the way back to Berk, now that the hostile sand monsters were behind them.

But as they flew homeward, not even the keen heat vision of Sightless noticed the Tigrex perched on the top of a very tall sea stack that jutted out of the ocean off the coast of the nest-filled beach.

"Like I said," snickered Snotlout. "If I want it, I'll take it. Heh, suckers…"

He and Snotsnarl leapt off the sea stack and headed directly toward the treasure trove that Fishlegs had inadvertently led him to.

He didn't know it, but he was about to tempt the wrath of something whose wrath should never be tempted…

* * *

><p><strong>Meade Hall, Afternoon<strong>

Right after lunch was the time for studying the Book of Monsters. There had been lessons in the Academy and chores in the village to complete first. Now, after a filling meal, Hiccup and his friends were finally ready to tackle the mystery of the invisible mother monster. Astrid and Fishlegs were with him, as well as Arachne, who had missed last night's adventure and wanted to help to make up for it.

Many pages were flipped before Fishlegs found the culprit. "Sprays huge volumes of water… here it is! It's called the Gobul, according to the Book of Monsters."

"Where are the drawings?" questioned Arachne, pointing to a huge blank space right under the heading.

"There are none," answered Hiccup, and stroked his chin in thought. "Huh, I guess you can't draw it if you can't see it."

"But we did see some," Arachne objected. "Remember when we went to rescue Astrid and Heather's parents from Alvin? There were some Gobuls there."

"Yeah," the Haddock boy replied, "but we were a tiny bit too preoccupied to get out our sketchbooks, now were we?"

Harrumphing, Arachne placed her chin on the table and glared at her chicken bones from lunch as if they had insulted her family.

Excitedly, Fishlegs nudged them for attention. "Listen to what the book says!" he enthused. "'This remarkable monster is able to change the color of its skin, and buries itself in the ground to blend in with its surroundings'."

"Does it say anything about eggs?" Astrid asked.

Legs was caught off guard by the question. Frantically, he sputtered, "N-No! Those didn't look like eggs, right? If I had seen that, you know I wouldn't have gone and stolen –"

"Fishlegs, calm down!" ordered Hiccup. He placed a firm hand on his friend's arm, cutting off the babbles. "_None_ of us knew! Like you said, if we did, that egg wouldn't have even left its nest."

However, Fishlegs was too frantic with worry to be calmed down by anyone. He got up from the table and paced around it as if his own guilt was chasing him. He stubbornly protested, "But I should have! I should have known!"

Gods bless her heart, the littlest member of their group had started balancing a chicken bone on her nose to keep herself amused. When the Philston girl tried it again and failed, she turned to Fishlegs and gave his flabby arm a big hug. That managed to settle him a tad.

"All I know," Hiccup continued, standing up as well, "is that it's a good thing we brought that egg back to its mother. Who knows what she would have done if the egg was still on Berk."

The words had just left his mouth when none other than the Thorston twins walked through the doors. Most likely, they were still hungry and hoping to steal some Viking's leftovers. But they stopped dead when their eyes fell on Hiccup.

In much the same way, Hiccup's stopped dead when his eyes fell on the glowing, pearl-like object clutched in Tuffnut's hand.

"You were saying?" Arachne deadpanned.

Paying her no heed, Hiccup took a pace forward and pointed at the egg. "Uhhhh… Tuff? What's that?"

"Uh, I dunno, only a lifetime of good luck!" he shot back.

Victoriously, the twins shared a helmet-bash, the metal of their helmets meeting with a satisfying *thunk!*. However, this helmet-bash was different due to the fact Ruffnut stumbled and fell onto her back, while Tuffnut commenced doing an amusing little victory jig.

Astrid had a snarl on her face as she reached out with a hand. "I'll take that!"

Now, Tuff was stupid, but even he wasn't dumb enough to stay around when Astrid gave him that look. He bolted, calling over his shoulder, "Over my cold, dead body!"

Ruff followed him as fast as she could. Astrid kind of scared her, too.

"Where did you even get that?!" shrieked Arachne.

"We traded for it!" the girl Thorston hollered.

"Traded with _who_?!" Hiccup hollered back.

It was too late to ask the twins, for they had left. But as it turned out, an answer wasn't needed, because there was only one Monster Rider on the island that wanted one of those pearls badly enough to steal it.

* * *

><p><strong>Snotlout's House<strong>

As Hiccup predicted, they'd find Snotlout at his house. As it turned out, though, a prediction wasn't necessary. He just had to look for the massive crowd standing in front of the door.

Yes, Snotlout was there, standing imperiously on his front porch and blathering on to the waiting crowd in a very Johann-like voice. For some reason, Gustav was with him – perhaps the big idiot had already swindled Mrs. Larson out of her beloved first-born. Arachne, in particular, was appalled by this.

"Alright alright alright alright," Snotlout prattled, "everybody settle down, settle down! I got six yaks and three chickens from the woman with a hook arm! Do I hear seven and four?"

"Do I hear seven and four?" repeated Gustav. In his hands was an all-too-familiar pearl-like object.

Bucket suddenly raised his hand and waved it around excitedly. When Snotlout turned his gaze over to him, the clueless Viking suddenly bent down and picked up a large barrel filled with weapons.

Lout's eyes widened slightly. "Seven and four, from the guy with the bucket on his head! Oh, and he's throwing in a matching set of Switch Axes. How cool!"

"Coooooool!" Gustav echoed.

"Seven and four, plus the axes!" Snotlout continued, turning back to the crowd. "_Come on_, folks! Only one left! Good luck for the rest of your life."

No one responded.

He raised a finger. "Going once."

A second finger went up. "Going twice!"

A voice came from off to Hiccup's right. It was Astrid, grumbling something about how disgusted she was with this whole spectacle.

"Aaaaaand sold!" crowed Snotlout. "Gustav, give Bucket his Stone of Good Fortune."

Obediently, the Larson boy scuttled over to Bucket and held out the egg. With such excitement that he could only express it by babbling unintelligibly, he took his prize and giddily ran off with it.

Folding his hands conclusively behind his back, Snotlout called out, "And, that is it, folks. I only had three stones, and I'm all sold out. It's time for me to pack up!"

No one moved. Once again, the Viking stubbornness issues were really showing.

"Hello?" the narcissistic Jorgenson tried. "Midgard to Berkians? Go away? It's _over_!"

All at once, the hopeful Vikings sagged and hung their heads, before disappointedly trudging away to go about their daily business again. But the Jorgenson boy was about to have four more customers – four very unwelcome customers.

"Snotlout, what are you doing?" shouted Hiccup, racing forward to face his cousin.

"What does it look like I'm doing?" he smirked. "I'm gettin' rich!"

"But you can't!" Fishlegs protested.

"Already did! Pearls are gone," replied Snotlout, ever so smugly. The most annoying part was how he pronounced 'gone' like 'gown'.

"Gown," Gustav repeated, apparently not realizing how irksome that was.

Hiccup took a deep breath and said seriously, "They're not pearls, and they certainly don't bring good luck."

But Snotlout didn't know when to take a hint, and waved him off. "Puh-leeze. They're bringin' _me_ good luck! I'm up to my neck in weapons and livestock."

"What neck?" muttered Astrid, mimicking what he had said about Fishlegs the previous night.

There was a sudden shout of laughter. Snaketail had come out of her house to see what all the commotion was about, and she had heard Astrid's insult. She waved her hands at them in a 'don't mind me, carry on' gesture, then stumbled back inside, cackling so hard that she could barely walk.

Astrid looked proud of herself.

"Snotlout, those are monster eggs! Gobuls, to be exact!" wailed Fishlegs.

Once again, Snotlout brushed his warning off. "Gobuls, shmobuls, I don't care what they are! Heck, I don't even _know_ what they are. All I know is this – I'm rich, and you're not." Smugly, he leaned against a nearby yak.

"We're rich and you're not," Gustav parroted. In a sad effort to look like Snotlout, he leaned casually against a nearby sheep.

Arachne growled at him. "Gustav, we might be friends, but that's not gonna stop me from kicking you to Helheim and back if you don't shut up."

"Lout, listen to me," Hiccup almost pleaded. "We need to get those eggs off of Berk before something _really bad_ happens!"

Raising a finger, Fishlegs elaborated, "And you do not want to keep an egg separated from its mother – especially a mother you can't see that shoots blasts of water."

"Really?" said Snotlout. "_You_ did."

It was safe to say that Fishlegs had not been expecting that accusation. It was made even worse by the fact Snotlout had a _really_ good point. Forcing his mouth to work, Fishlegs managed to stammer out, "B-B-B-But that was an accident!"

"Accident, on purpose, rich, poor, who cares?" Lout shrugged. "They're gone, and I have a no-return policy. Tell 'em, Goooooo-stav."

"No returns!" he repeated.

Then, the little Larson boy squeaked and ran for it when Arachne lunged at him with an adorably scary war cry. Fingers bared like claws, she commenced chasing her friend around the plaza, shouting words that would make her adoptive parents cringe.

Amused, Snotlout began to tow his piles of merchandise away. "Eh," he said. "If you want them, you'll have to take it up with my customers."

Then he was gone, whistling an off-key tune while the wheels on his wheelbarrow squeaked with every turn. Gustav frantically ran after him.

When they had left, Fishlegs drooped noticeably. He dejectedly walked over to where Heatray happened to be lounging and sat down heavily next to her, letting all the breath out of his lungs in a dejected sigh. Hiccup and Astrid looked at each other, each of them feeling a pang of pity for their Ingerman friend.

"Ohhhh, it's all my fault…" said friend moaned.

"It's not all your fault, Legs," Hiccup assured him.

"Yes it is!" he insisted, although the words pained him. "If I hadn't gone to that island and brought back the egg, then Snotlout wouldn't have known where to go get them, and we wouldn't be in danger from imminent attack by angry mother leviathans!"

"When he puts it that way… I guess it really _is_ all his fault," Astrid said bluntly.

The Hofferson girl got a look of dismay from her boyfriend.

"Just saying~…" she sang.

"Look, don't listen to her – OW!" Hiccup suddenly yelped when Astrid's fist met his gut. Rubbing his sore belly, he went on, "What I'm trying to say is, it doesn't matter whose fault it is! We just need to find those eggs."

His words caused Fishlegs to look up. "Starting with whom we already know has one," he realized.

"The twins?" asked Astrid.

Hiccup nodded. "The twins."

She made a strangled sound at the back of her throat. "Odin, let's hope they haven't already blown it up or something…"

* * *

><p><strong>Hiccup's new weapon will be revealed in "Live and Let Fly".<strong>

**I never realized that replacing Meatlug with Heatray would mean coming up with a really stupid poem. I hope you readers can forgive me for that offense to the English language.**

**And the Gobul can indeed change its skin color. If you look real close at its 'Life' video in Monster Hunter 3 and Monster Hunter 3 Ultimate, you can see it change color right before it buries itself.**

**Send reviews, and the next part will be here soon!**
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_**Chapter 22**_

_**Pearl of a Different Color Part 2**_

* * *

><p><strong>Berk Woods<strong>

If there was one simple fact that the people of Berk could unanimously agree on, it was that of how dim-witted the Thorston twins were. Today, however, they were about to do something so unimaginably stupid that nobody had even suspected they had the idiocy to attempt.

"There they are!" called Astrid, soaring over the woods upon the back of Blackhawk. "Hiccup, come get a load of this. I think Ruff and Tuff are about to rewrite the definition of 'stupidity'."

"Again?" the Chief-to-be responded, steering Sightless over to where she was.

At that moment, they saw what their fellow Monster Riders were about to do, and frantically dove down to rescue them.

* * *

><p>The twins were down on the ground, in a tree-less clearing, standing at the edge of a cliff. At the bottom of the cliff was a hastily-dug pit, and placed inside that pit were tiny, glowing creatures called Fireworms. The Monster Riders had crossed paths with these small but dangerous dragons a while back, and it hadn't been a pleasant encounter. Why would the Thorstons be voluntarily interacting with Fireworms after the last disastrous time?<p>

What did it matter, really? They didn't need a _reason_ to do something that dumb.

Tuff, still clutching the glowing pearl, peered over the cliff's edge for a second before turning to his sister. "Okay, when I count to three, shove me really hard into the pit."

"Uh, are you sure?" Ruff asked, doubtfully. "You remember what _one_ of things did to you."

"Are you kidding?" snorted Tuff. "I'm holding the Stone of Good Fortune. Those skin-melting Fireworms won't stand a chance against me!"

At this point, Ruff was beginning to think that he had lost his marbles. "Okay then, if you insist…" she muttered.

However, her reluctance started to diminish the more she thought about this opportunity. She silently praised Thor for giving her the chance to do this to her brother (even though she did love him in her own way, there was only so much of him she could stand), and took several paces back as she prepared to get a running start.

Suddenly, Tuff stopped. "Wait… I forgot how to count to three…"

Ruff shoved him off the edge anyway. His shout of excitement carried far and wide as he plummeted through the air, arms and legs held in a spread-eagled position. The pit full of Fireworms loomed closer and closer with every passing second, and he clutched the Stone of Good Fortune more tightly in his hand in preparation for landing.

But he never did land. A dark shape whooshed past, momentarily cutting off his vision. Talons grabbed his leg, and soon, Tuff found himself dangling upside down from the claws of a Yian Garuga.

"Hey, what're you doing?!" he shouted to Blackhawk's rider.

"Saving your skin. _Literally_," Astrid grumbled, sounding like she felt that his skin wasn't worth the trouble to save in the first place.

Blackhawk uttered a shriek as she angled her wings and descended upon the cliff that Tuff had fallen from. She released her talons, dropping the Thorston boy onto the ground in front of Hiccup, Arachne, Fishlegs, and Ruff. Astrid jumped off the saddle and joined the others.

"Guys," Hiccup started to explain, "that's not a good-luck pearl, it's a monster egg. And its mother is a dangerous monster that blends in with anything and spits blasts of water while destroying anything in its path."

As the other riders had all predicted, the twins exchanged dubious looks.

_They probably haven't gotten it at all,_ Hiccup sighed inwardly, and opened his mouth to elaborate.

However, Tuffnut beat him to the punch. "So… okay, I think I got it. Like, if a suspicious-looking hill, for example, started shooting water at everything in sight, you're saying it would be one of these monsters?"

In unison, Hiccup's, Astrid's, and Arachne's mouths all dropped and hung open.

"_WOW_," Astrid finally said. "They got that on the _first try_!"

Arachne pinched the back of her hand and hissed when she felt how painful her nails were. "Nope, I'm not dreaming."

Rolling her eyes, Ruff rasped, "We're not that stupid, guys."

"At least _I'm_ not," Tuff added. "And besides, there's one right there." He pointed with his finger to something over their shoulders.

Everyone froze dead in their tracks and slowly turned around. They indeed saw a suspicious-looking hill that hadn't been there before – a hill that was a mere two feet in height. Then it shifted and rose a couple of inches, and two glowing yellow eyes blinked away the dirt that fell from their lids. A low, gurgling growl reached their ears.

"Whoa…" said Arachne, gulping audibly. "G-Gobul."

The Gobul growled again, then sunk down into the ground until it was no longer visible. Then, when a third growl curled into the air, the gang whirled around and saw the same hill with eyes staring at them.

"Amazing," Hiccup breathed. "It really _does_ blend in."

"Hiccup, quick!" shouted Tuffnut. "Train it so we can keep it, and have it spit at Ruffnut!"

The girl grunted and kicked him in the side, causing him – and the egg that was still in his grasp – to fall painfully into the not-so-soft dirt.

Instantly, the Gobul sprang out of its hiding place, revealing itself as a purple leviathan with jaws that could swallow Hiccup's house in two or three bites. Even though its body was mostly flat, it was tall enough for a Monstrous Nightmare to crawl under its chin. Its tail bristled with toxic spines, and long whiskers sprouted from around its mouth and dragged along the ground. Most distinctive of all, its eyes were glowing a bright yellow, and it had an anglerfish-like lantern growing out of its forehead.

The Gobul opened its tooth-filled jaws and exhaled a burst of water at Ruff and Tuff. The latter was already on the ground, so he wasn't at risk, but his sister leapt backwards to avoid the stream of liquid. Instead, the blast smashed into a pair of nearby boulders with sufficient force to blow them apart.

"Guys," muttered Hiccup, a warning present in his voice. "Give it the egg…"

*Tseew!* *Tseew!* *Tseew!*

With several sparking noises, the Gobul charged up its lantern and reared its head back, giving a hissing roar. From its lamp came a blinding flash of blue light, encompassing the entire area and forcing the gang to cover their eyes – or else have their eyesight permanently destroyed. Luckily, they all threw their hands in front of their faces in time… only to see, once the light had faded, two more Gobuls emerging from the ground to join the first.

Groaning, Tuffnut got to his feet and dusted himself off with his free hand. All at once, the Gobuls saw the egg in his other hand, and blasted more water. The shots went in all directions, knocking over several trees with immense cracking noises. One by one, the trees fell to the ground – but luckily, despite the chaos, no one had been hurt by the falling timber.

"Ha, nice try," snorted Tuffnut, standing in the middle of a triangle formed by three of the fallen trunks. "As you can see, though, I am holding the Stone of –"

A Gobul, the one nearest to the Thorston boy in fact, spun around and slapped him with its tail. Not only did some of the tail's venomous barbs sink into his skin and paralyze him, but the egg was also catapulted out of his grasp. In only a second, the Gobul had scooped Tuff into its jaws, tossed him away, and went after the flying egg.

Tuff let out a shout of "UWAAAAAAAHH!" as his helpless body spun through the air and smacked into a tree.

With a final lunge, the Gobul opened its gaping maw, hoping to catch the egg before it could smash open on the ground. However, one of the other two Gobuls had it covered. The egg landed right in its jaws, and, not even missing a beat, it snapped its mouth closed and burrowed under the ground as soon as it felt the egg land on its tongue. The other two Gobuls went underground as well, and pretty soon, the clearing was completely quiet.

"Did you see that?" asked Hiccup, eyes wide.

"At least they're gone…" sighed Arachne.

"Oh no they're not," Fishlegs gulped. "The Gobuls worked as a team to save that one egg."

Hiccup suddenly froze as the terrible truth dawned on him. "Wait. Are you saying what I think you're saying?"

It then occurred to Astrid as well, and she tensed up.

"Oh yeah, _that's_ what he's saying!" Tuff shouted, from over by the tree he was now stiffly leaning against. "Hang on, what are you saying?"

Losing the tension in her muscles, the Hofferson girl growled at him, "Why couldn't you have been paralyzed from the neck _up_?"

"The Gobuls aren't going to leave until every last one of their eggs are safe," explained Fishlegs. His voice was hushed with horrified realization.

"And they're going to tear Berk apart until they get them back," Hiccup finished, grimly.

* * *

><p><strong>Hiccup's House, Evening<strong>

The entire company of Monster Riders, excluding Snotlout of course, regrouped as the sun was starting to set. They made for their leader's place of residence to relay the situation to Stoick, the one man they needed to tell most.

"So what you're telling me," said man summarized, after he had been brought up to speed, "is that our village is about to be under siege by wild monsters that we can't see."

"Yep," Snaketail bluntly answered.

The twins were leaning on the wall nearest the fireplace – Ruff voluntarily, and Tuff involuntarily. Even after several hours, the Gobul's venom still hadn't worn off. It was the latter who interjected with his own two cents.

"Don't forget about the destructive blasts of water and paralyzing spikes," he said. When the others looked at him, he shrugged as best as he could with shoulders that refused to move. "What? That was awesome."

Stoick turned back to the others. "Well then, grab your monsters, kids. We'll fight them off."

"Dad," sighed Hiccup, "it's not going to be that easy. No matter what we do, they won't go away until they get what they want."

"They just want their babies!" Fishlegs cried in distress. Then he buried his face in his huge hands and moaned, "Oh, this is all my fault…"

A certain Philston girl's eyes flashed with annoyance. "Fishlegs, if you say that again, then so help me I am going to –"

A hand grabbed her shoulder, cutting off her threat. She tilted her head up and saw Astrid staring down at her disapprovingly.

"Sorry," Arachne whimpered, backing down. "I'm just still mad at Gustav."

Before Stoick could interrupt the two girls, the door suddenly creaked open. In rushed Gobber, his helmet slightly askew, who stopped to catch his breath as the door slammed shut again behind him.

"Stoick!" the burly blacksmith said urgently. "I just realized somethin'! It's not a Stone of Good Fortune! It's a Gobul egg! I'm always gettin' the two confused." He regained his composure just then, and casually asked the group, "So, what're you all up to?"

There was a long, bewildered pause. Stoick broke it after a few seconds.

"Hiccup, what are you suggesting we do?" he inquired.

"I think we should get everyone off the island until we can get the eggs back with their mothers, and the Gobuls off of Berk," his son replied. Under his breath, he added, "Hopefully it's not too late to do that."

Unfortunately, Stoick just made a noise that was between a cough and a laugh. "In all my years of being Chief, we've never ran in fear from anything. I'm not about to start."

Abruptly, there was a loud, hissing roar that came from outside. Judging from the way several piercing screams came right after, the other Berkians seemed to disagree with Stoick's logic.

The Monster Riders, plus Stoick and Gobber (and minus Tuffnut), ran outside with all due speed. When they emerged into the twilight air, dimly illuminated by a sun that had almost completely set, the first thing they saw were panicked villagers running for their lives. Two Vikings scrambled past the astounded group, being chased by what looked like a black shadow with glowing eyes. The Gobul slithered across the ground, completely ignoring the Vikings that ran in fear from it. It let out another roar, and answering calls sounded out from elsewhere in the village.

The message was clear. _No luck here!_

"They're looking for their eggs!" exclaimed Hiccup.

Stoick narrowed his eyes at the Gobul that had already passed by, and despite his son's protests, charged after it. The leviathan, which might have been flat but was still taller than the elder Haddock, didn't notice him coming until he was close enough to reach out and grab its tail. Before he could do that, though, the Gobul burrowed into the dirt – within the space of a second, it was as if it had never been there, aside from the hill of grass and soil it had left behind.

There was a very long pause. "Where did it go?" Stoick asked warily.

Sighing, Hiccup replied, "Yeah, that would be the 'digging underground, blending in, can't-see-it-at-all' part."

"I see it," smirked Snaketail. "Hey, I got this, Chief. No worries."

Confidence fueling every step, Tail strode up to the hill and extended a hand. "Stay, monster! I am now your master!"

She pushed forward the last few inches and, pausing only for a moment, placed her outstretched palm on the side of the hill. When nothing happened, she turned around and gave the others a thumbs-up with her other hand.

"It's… gone, isn't it?" asked Stoick.

"Oh, long gone," Hiccup confirmed.

"What?" Tail said, and touched the hill again. Only now did she realize that her hand was pushing against dirt and not skin. Scowling, she griped, "From now on, I'm sticking to training Twinhorn."

Nodding understandingly at his son, the Chief turned to Gobber. The blacksmith gave him a nod as well. The pair of them were seasoned warriors, and had gone into battle together more times than either of them could count (and they could count surprisingly high for Vikings). Even better, the two of them were best friends, and so close that they could practically read each other's minds. No, there was no dynamic duo on Berk quite like Stoick and Gobber.

"You kids find the eggs," Stoick ordered.

"We'll handle the Gobuls!" finished Gobber, cheerfully.

Normally, Hiccup was reluctant to let hunters – even reformed ones with monster companions of their own – handle any monster-related business. He remembered the last time he had attempted to involve Gobber with the Berk Monster Academy, and that had not gone over well. But in this case, one was his father and the other was his mentor – the Haddock boy would trust them with his life.

"Come on, gang!" he cried, beginning the sprint toward the academy. "Let's go and get the monsters!"

"Right behind you, Chief!" Arachne chirruped, then caught a look from Stoick. "Uh, I mean… right behind you, Future Chief!"

As the Monster Riders headed off to do their own thing, Stoick and Gobber prepared to do battle. Already, they could see the silhouette of one Gobul as it slithered over a rooftop, and they could hear the roars of the other two, even over the noise of the screaming villagers.

One Berkian, whom Stoick recognized as Hoark, approached them in a Thor-forsaken panic. "They're everywhere!" he wailed. "As soon as we try to fight back, they disappear! You have to do somethin', Stoick!"

Right at that moment, another Gobul crawled out of an alley and headed toward a house. Its egg search abruptly ended when it spotted the nearby Vikings, and it buried itself in front of the building, hoping to hide before they decided to give chase. But it was too late for that.

As one, Stoick and Gobber hefted two huge logs above their heads and bellowed battle cries. Feet pounding on the ground, they rapidly closed in on the Gobul and got to work. The sheer savagery with which they crushed, smashed, pounded, battered, and generally beat up the camouflaged Gobul would have made any non-Viking look away and try to keep his or her lunch down.

Finally content with how much damage they had done, the Chief and his second-in-command put down their logs and brushed their hands together, satisfied.

The house in front of them chose that moment to collapse into tiny pieces. From inside the humongous cloud of sawdust that ensued, the Gobul could be heard hissing mockingly as it burrowed elsewhere.

"Hiccup was righ'," lamented Gobber. "It's hard ta fight what we can't see, Stoick."

He hated to admit it – after all, it wasn't easy for a Viking to accept that an enemy couldn't be defeated – but Stoick felt in his gut that there was nothing that could be done. It was all up to Hiccup and his comrades to find the eggs and let the marauding Gobuls leave with them.

In the meantime…

"To the docks!" Stoick boomed, voice carrying across the village. "Board the ships! We're evacuating the island!"

* * *

><p>Elsewhere in the village, Bucket plodded contentedly along, blissfully unaware of how much chaos was unfolding at that moment. He carried his Stone of Good Fortune along in his one hand, humming a tune as he went about his business.<p>

All of a sudden, a terrified villager could be glimpsed through a gap between two houses as he ran for his life. His scream gave Bucket pause, and he looked through the gap with complete confusion written on his face. What could have made that sound?

Then the Gobul appeared, opening its enormous jaws and hissing its frustration at the fleeing Viking. It took a moment to rest, and _happened_ to turn its head slightly to the right as it did so. Something shiny at the corner of its peripheral vision caught its malicious eye, and, curious, the anglerfish-like leviathan turned around to face Bucket. The first thing it saw was the glowing egg in his fist.

"Oh no," Bucket gulped, seeing its pupils narrow.

The by-now-familiar hissing roar of the angry monster ripped through the air, and the Gobul began to wriggle its way through the gap in the houses, trying to get to Bucket. Not even with half of his brain gone, Bucket wasn't dumb enough to stand still and wait to get attacked. He shrieked and ran for it.

In less than a second, the Gobul was free and running after him. Instead of slithering along the ground like it usually did, it pushed off the ground with all four flippers and clumsily galloped full speed ahead.

Bucket saw it chasing after him, and shrieked again. "Somebody help me!"

A shadow flashed across the ground, and all of a sudden, Astrid and Blackhawk were flying above and to the side of him. While they were going at a considerable speed to match Bucket's pace, the Yian Garuga flapped her wings in a very lazy fashion, barely putting any effort into keeping up with him.

"Your egg, Bucket!" Astrid called down. "It wants your egg!"

"What egg?!" screamed Bucket.

At that moment, the Gobul opened its mouth and shot a jet of water at Bucket, who ducked in the nick of time. A house collapsed on top of itself when the blast missed its intended target and smashed an obscenely large hole in it. The Gobul shook its head, getting its bearings, and Bucket used the opportunity to crawl under the nearest front porch.

Wouldn't you know it, the Gobuls had already outsmarted him. Bucket was already calming down when he felt the 'ground' underneath his belly move. Two yellow eyes looked up at him.

"Uh oh."

Up above, Astrid saw the porch start to splinter, and sighed. "Blackhawk, I think we're going to have to rescue him…"

She squawked in agreement.

* * *

><p><strong>Meade Hall<strong>

As Bucket realized that his Gobul-related problems were far from over, another villager was about to have her own Gobul-related problems.

Fishlegs was flying over Berk, desperately scanning the ground for any sign of the telltale white glow that would indicate the presence of a Gobul egg. Of course, if Stoick was evacuating the island, whoever had a so-called Stone of Good Fortune would take it with them, thinking it would protect them… but who else had one besides Bucket and the twins? The Gobuls wouldn't leave until the last egg had been found.

Finally, the Ingerman boy spotted Mrs. Larson – the woman who had been so desperate for good luck that she had offered to trade her own son for it – leaving the Meade Hall with a wheelbarrow. And indeed, inside that wheelbarrow was the familiar glow.

Heatray saw it too, and without her rider's command, she descended. The Gravios landed at the top of the staircase so heavily that the ground trembled.

"I need the pearl, Mrs. Larson!" Fishlegs said desperately.

"But my boy, Gustav!" protested Mrs. Larson. "Snotlout said he had a no-return policy."

Starting to wring his hands out of sheer nervousness, he replied, "Snotlout didn't have the right to take him in the first place! We'll get Gustav back! Where is it?"

Mrs. Larson opened her mouth to ask a question, when a growl came from out of nowhere. When she looked behind her, she was right on time to see dirt and grass go flying, and a Gobul changing its skin color back to normal as it emerged. The leviathan was massive up close – big enough to swallow three Vikings in one gulp.

The woman was so scared at the Gobul's abrupt appearance that she let out a short shriek and leapt backwards. She accidentally bumped into the unattended wheelbarrow, and that small push was just what gravity needed to take over from there. The wheelbarrow began to tumble down the steps on wobbling wheels, taking the pearl with it.

But there was something else inside – something that was swaddled in thick blankets and made a loud wailing noise as the wheelbarrow rattled down the stairs. A baby!

Mrs. Larson shrieked again when she realized that her youngest child was in real danger of rolling into the ocean.

"We got it, we got it!" shouted Fishlegs.

Again without command, Heatray took off as fast as her clumsy wings would allow. Her heavy body barely airborne, she flapped after the wheelbarrow and began to gain on it. Unfortunately, the Gobul had nudged Mrs. Larson aside (not very gently) and was galloping after the runaway cart. It caught up to Fishlegs and Heatray in seconds and began snapping at Heatray's tail, telling her to get out of its way or else.

Fishlegs got the distinct feeling that it would rescue its egg by swallowing it, like the other Gobul had done earlier that day – and that meant the wheelbarrow and the baby would be bitten in half as collateral damage.

Right as he was thinking these grim thoughts, the time for any kind of thinking was suddenly over. The wheelbarrow hit a small rock and catapulted its precious cargo high into the air.

Time seemed to slow down. Heatray climbed higher into the air, and Fishlegs reached out with his arms, leaning as far out of the saddle as he dared…

And suddenly, everything was alright. A bundle of blankets nestled in his arms, the Ingerman sat back down with a mighty, relieved whoosh of air from his lungs.

The pearly egg had been taken care of, too. It landed safely in the Gobul's mouth, and the satisfied monster quickly retreated underground with its prize.

"I'm so glad that's been taken care of…" panted Fishlegs. He then glanced down at what he held in his arms, and his exhausted expression softened. "Aww, Heatray, look at the baby!"

He politely lowered the bundled-up child down to Heatray's eye so she could see it.

She promptly vomited red-hot lava onto the ground below.

Confused by his monster's reaction, Fishlegs gave the baby a swift once-over – and regretted it. "Oh, _wow_. Maybe… maybe Tuffnut was right…"

* * *

><p><strong>Docks<strong>

Berk was a tiny village, but that still didn't make the crowd of panicked Vikings stampeding onto the ships look any smaller. Stoick and Gobber did their best to maintain order as the people pushed past them in their desperation to get off the island and escape the furious Gobuls.

Out of the two, Gobber was getting the worst treatment. His shouts grew more and more agitated with every villager that bumped into him. "If yeh don't calm down – _ow_!" he yelped, when the handle of someone's axe was jabbed into his side. "_I'll take yeh by the scruffs of yer necks an'_ –"

A hand clamped down on his shoulder. "Not helping, Gobber," warned Stoick.

"Eh, sorry," the blacksmith muttered.

Then, through the din of the frightened Hooligan tribe, came the sound of flapping wings. It was the Berk Monster Riders, melting out of the black sky to land on the docks with expressions of satisfaction on their faces.

"Dad, stop the evacuation!" Hiccup crowed triumphantly.

"We got them all," added Astrid, in much the same tone. "There was a close call with Bucket, but we got the egg off of him. Fishlegs found the egg that Mrs. Larson had. The Gobuls should be all gone."

Gobber raised an eyebrow. "Then how do yeh explain _that_?"

Several pairs of eyes followed his hook all the way up to the top of the cliff on which the walkway connecting the village and the docks was built into. Squatting on the walkway were not one, not three, but four hissing Gobuls. Their head lanterns bobbed slightly in the chilly breeze that was kicking up.

"Oh great," moaned Hiccup. "There are four of them!"

The biggest Gobul opened its mouth and roared, almost as if frustrated. It narrowed its malevolent eyes and quivered its whiskers, glaring down the largest of the boats. Yes, it was definitely frustrated – like it wanted to go down there and attack the boat, but knew that it couldn't with all the Vikings nearby.

"They're going for the ship…" whispered Arachne

Then Snaketail gasped. "It's not the ship they want," she told them, "it's what's on it. Another egg!"

All at the same time, the Monster Riders saw Snotlout and Gustav on the deck of the ship in danger, chatting nonchalantly amongst themselves. It was at that moment they realized something – there was no way Snotlout would have sold every last egg in his possession. It was just like the greedy Jorgenson boy to smuggle a 'Stone of Good Fortune' away for himself.

This development was shocking to all, but it was Fishlegs in particular who was conflicted. Hiccup and the others could see hurt and anger warring on his face, turning his expression into one of loss and confusion. The sheer audacity of Snotlout's actions seemed to have rendered him totally flabbergasted.

But then, Hiccup saw the conflict fade from his friend's expression. Indeed, Fishlegs seemed to grow calm. What change had come over him?

"Guys," he said, his voice calm, yet with a hint of confidence buried at its core. "Can you keep the Gobuls at bay?"

"What're you going to do?" Astrid asked.

It was Arachne who answered for him. "Something that should have been done a long time ago," she responded, menacingly.

They didn't see anything more of those two. Venomwing and Heatray slowly flew into the air and toward the other side of the harbor, taking their riders with them.

_I'm sure they'll be fine,_ Hiccup reasoned. _After all, it's only Snotlout._

Meanwhile, the Gobuls were beginning to make their move. With barely any hesitation, they jumped off the walkway and fell into the water far below. Their flat backs hardly even broke the surface as they stealthily made their way toward Snotlout's boat.

"Dad?" Hiccup offered.

"Thought you'd never ask, son!" Stoick replied.

He whistled for Needlenose, and the Anorupatisu promptly landed beside him. Once he was on board, the Chief and his son took flight on the backs of their trusty monsters, going after the Gobuls.

The leviathan in the lead had raised its head above the water, about to take a huge bite out of the hull of the boat. But Hiccup and Sightless struck first.

"Virus blast!" the junior Haddock cried.

Drops of water flew through the air as the Gobul plunged underwater to avoid the black projectile. Hiccup and Sightless went after it, chasing it out of the moonlit harbor waters. Stoick and Needlenose easily rounded up the other three monsters and drove them away as well.

Both Hiccup and Stoick knew that they could never really keep the Gobuls away. They'd inevitably come back – but all the father-and-son duo needed to do was buy time for Fishlegs. Then, maybe it would be safe for the Gobuls to go get their egg.

* * *

><p>Snotlout and Gustav watched the action from the safety of their ship. They oohed and aahed when one of the Gobuls tried to make it back into the harbor, and was forced out by Stoick and his great saw-nosed wyvern. Both were a little disappointed when the invaders swam out of sight. They wanted action.<p>

And by Thor, were they going to get some.

"Going somewhere, Snotlout?" the familiar and unexpected voice asked.

To his credit, Snotlout wasn't startled. "Who's asking?"

"Yeah, who's asking?" Gustav parroted.

When they turned around, it was to find a serious-looking Arachne and a strangely grim Fishlegs. Both of them relaxed – there was nothing to be worried about. It was only the ten-year old and Chicken-legs.

"Gustav, go find your mother," Arachne ordered. "She wants you back."

But Gustav was enjoying himself with Snotlout, whom he considered one of the coolest, if not _the_ coolest, of the Monster Riders. He turned his back on her. "Too bad! If she wanted to give me away, then she can do without me!"

It all became clear to Arachne. She considered getting angry and bombarding him with threats and swear words again, but she knew that she'd have to handle this differently. Her best friend wasn't acting out of delinquency – he was mad and hurt that his mother had treated him like some kind of expendable barnyard animal. And that was something that made her feel really, really sorry for him.

"Gustav," the Philston girl said softly, and the very softness of her tone was enough to cause tears to spring to Gustav's eyes. "Your mother made a mistake. She misses you. Even if she hadn't given her pearl back to the Gobuls, she'd probably still try to get you back. Now come on. Please?"

A long silence ensued in which the Larson boy did nothing. Then all of a sudden, he pushed past Arachne and Fishlegs and ran down the dock, his head ducked.

"And tell her that if she trades you away for a stupid pearl again, Venomwing and I will set her straight!" Arachne shouted after him.

Predictably, Snotlout was pretty ticked. "I can't believe you two! I was starting to like that kid. You had to come over here and tell such a sappy story that he –"

"Give it to me, Snotlout," she interrupted him with a snarl.

"Huh?" he said, very confused. "We're not even married."

Arachne instantly recoiled and shrieked, "EWWW! Not _that_!"

Quickly, Fishlegs stepped forward and pushed her aside slightly. "Arachne, I'll settle this."

Judging by his tone, it was clear that the huskiest of the Monster Riders wasn't kidding around. Saluting, Arachne hopped off the boat, but stayed behind to give Snotlout a death glare. "I was actually starting to think you were alright, and then you go pull something like this."

Then she left, running down the dock and calling Gustav's name.

"Snotlout, where's the egg?" asked Fishlegs. But it didn't sound like a question at all.

The menace in his voice was subtle, and subtlety was never Snotlout's thing. He made the mistake of paying it no heed, and kept up his stubbornly rude attitude – blissfully unaware of how close he was to pushing the normally-calm Fishlegs over the edge.

"None of your business," he snapped. "Aww, what're you gonna do, Chicken-legs?"

And that single, mocking question was what made Fishlegs snap. His arm reached out, grabbed Snotlout by the shirt, and slammed him into the mast of the ship with enough force to make the boat rock. It had happened so fast that Mulch and Bucket, who were also on board, didn't even have time to blink in amazement. Snotlout didn't blink either, but his heart was racing a mile a minute. He had not expected this out of calm, kind-hearted Fishlegs.

"Listen, Snotlout," the Ingerman boy growled. "You can do whatever you want to me. You can tease me, make fun of me, mock my incredible dragon knowledge – but what you will _not_ do is keep a baby monster apart from its mother. Do you understand?"

Lout opened and closed his mouth repeatedly. Combined with his eyes, which were nearly bugging out of their sockets, he looked like a fish. He appeared to be indecisive.

"It's always the quietest that shout the loudest," Bucket said.

"I'd give the egg back, lad," Mulch advised Snotlout. "There's no tellin' what he's capable of."

The boat began to rock again as Heatray stomped aboard. Sniffing loudly, she wandered over to a bunch of barrels and crates that had been piled up near the stern of the ship. She then crouched down and used her stubby wing claws to dig through the pile. Wood splintered and various items scattered as she decimated the crates.

"That's it, Heatray. Find it, girl!" encouraged Fishlegs.

At last, Heatray knocked over a basket, and its contents spilled onto the deck. It was mostly straw and dried cod, but there was one commodity that stood out glaringly from the rest. The pearl-like egg.

"Well what do you know," mused Fishlegs. "There it is! I'll just go ahead and take that."

Momentarily dropping his captive, Legs walked over and scooped the shining egg safely into his hands.

"Now if you'll excuse me," he haughtily announced, "I've got a date with destiny."

Then he and Heatray took off, back toward the village, heads raised high.

"Only date he's ever gonna get…" muttered a bitter and humiliated Jorgenson.

Circling above the boat on Blackhawk, Astrid overheard him. "Should you _really_ be talking?"

* * *

><p><strong>Village Plaza<strong>

The plaza was deathly quiet when Fishlegs left Heatray behind and started to wander. Fingers clutching the egg tightly, he scanned his surroundings for the invading monsters that it belonged to.

He had no idea if the Gobuls really were there – he had last seen them being chased by Hiccup and his dad and their monsters. But Fishlegs did know one thing. He knew that they'd be back to look for the egg, and since it wasn't on the boat any more, they'd have to search elsewhere. With any luck, 'elsewhere' would be on Berk.

"Okay, Gobuls, I know you're out there!" he shouted, easily piercing the silence. "Come and get me!"

The silence rapidly closed in again when the last word had left his mouth. Usually, Berk was crawling with monsters and dragons, some of which were nocturnal, but the plaza was completely empty.

Maybe they were all scared off by the Gobuls. It was a chilling thought.

Gingerly, Fishlegs stepped out of the moonlight and into a more shadowed area. It was one of the grassy areas outside the main plaza, where Viking houses were lined up like swords on the wall of the armory. The instant Legs walked into the shadows, though, he heard a gurgling growl that seemingly came out from nowhere. His blood froze at the sound, and he backed into the side of a house.

Then the Gobuls emerged, lifting themselves out of the ground on their sturdy flippers and changing their color from green to normal purple. The largest one stood directly in front of the petrified boy, while the other three surrounded him, making escape impossible.

"And we're all here," Fishlegs said nervously. "Hello, my name is Fishlegs. I've read a lot about you – clearly not enough."

Obviously, the lead Gobul didn't say anything. It glared at him intensely, like it was trying to burn a hole through his forehead with its glowing eyes.

Taking a deep, shuddering breath, the Ingerman boy forged on. "Here's how this is going to work. I'm going to give you the egg, and you're going to take it, and leave Berk in peace."

Here, his voice grew more nervous as he continued describing his offer to the dangerous leviathans. "And… and if you promise not to hit me with those bone-crushing water blasts, or pump me full of paralyzing venom, I'll spend the rest of my life making sure that no one takes your eggs again."

He then held out the egg and finished, "Sound good…?"

Still, the Gobul said nothing. Its facial expression was unreadable as its gaze bored into his soul. Its lantern bobbed up and down like it had a mind of its own. The other three Gobuls shook their heads impatiently, filling the air with the ominous sounds of their growls.

Then… *Tseew!* *Tseew!* *Tseew!*

There was only just enough time for Fishlegs to squeeze his eyes shut. The Gobul lifted its head and roared, and a blast of searing, blinding light flashed from its lantern. Its roar was echoed by the others, and their chorus was frightening enough to make Fishlegs want to scream. He instinctively squeezed his eyes tighter, waiting for the feeling of their teeth tearing into him.

… Nothing.

With supreme hesitance, he cracked open one eye. The light was gone, the egg had vanished from his hand, and the Gobuls had disappeared to Thor knows where. More importantly, he was alive and unscathed.

"Oh," he said. "Okay. Um. Yes. That went well."

Then he did what any real man would do in this situation. He fainted.

* * *

><p><strong>Berk Monster Academy, Morning<strong>

Everyone could unanimously say that they were relieved to hear that Fishlegs had succeeded in giving the final egg back. Now, they didn't have to give the Gobuls of Pearl Island (as Hiccup had started calling it) another thought.

In fact, the only one who was thinking about it was Tuff, whose paralysis had yet to wear off. He was standing against the wall of the academy right now, bored out of his mind.

While Gobber was having the Monster Riders practice their hand-to-hand combat again, Hiccup and Fishlegs had created a makeshift table out of barrels off to the side, and were busy poring over the Book of Monsters. The Haddock boy held a stick of charcoal in his hand, filling a previously-empty page with a detailed sketch.

"I'm telling you!" Fishlegs was saying. "Up close, face-to-face with them, they looked much more ferocious! Just _saying_… one of us was there and one of us wasn't~."

Hiccup half-sighed, half-chuckled. "Maybe you should draw it then, Legs."

Ignoring that, Fishlegs dictated, "Now do the teeth and the poisonous spikes! Perfect!"

"You know, Fishlegs…" Hiccup began, putting down the charcoal.

"I do," his friend affirmed. "We need to find one of them so we can study it!"

A grin was forming on Hiccup's face. "No, so we can _train_ it."

"Yeah!" Tuff agreed. "And get it to paralyze Ruffnut!"

Right as Hiccup opened his mouth to reply, Snaketail came flying across the arena and hit the ground in front of him. Her long hair was everywhere, and she let out a long, muffled groan of pain. In the center of the arena, Astrid wiped her hands together, satisfied.

"Another fantastic demonstration, Astrid!" praised Gobber. "Snotlout, Fishlegs, yer up!"

Hearing those words, the husky monster enthusiast did the unthinkable – he perked up. "Excuse me, Hiccup, there's something I've been meaning to take care of. Oh, and good luck with finishing that new weapon of yours!"

Smiling to himself, Hiccup watched the normally peaceful Fishlegs pick up a shield and confidently whistle on his way to meet Snotlout. It would take some getting used to, but he got the feeling that Fishlegs' newfound love of hand-to-face combat training was a change for the better.

(The result of pitting Legs against Lout ended up as a violent brawl with no clear winner. Once the two had gone to Goathi's to recover, it was confirmed that, for once, it was _his_ hand in _Snotlout's_ face.)

* * *

><p><em>Having courage isn't the same as having no fear. It's being afraid and pushing forward anyway – whether it's saving a baby dragon, helping a special friend, or giving someone the butt-kicking they so richly deserve.<em>

* * *

><p><strong>I understand why Fishlegs is so OOC in this episode, but that doesn't help me hate it any less. Now, I'm just glad this chapter's over.<strong>

**Lastly – Gobuls don't actually spit water in the games. This is **_**pure speculation**_** on my part. In the games, they can suck huge amounts of water into their lungs without getting rid of it, so I think they might be storing the water somehow. Coupled with their obviously-powerful lungs, it makes sense to imagine that they **_**might**_** be capable of launching water blasts.**

**Review please!**

**Next time: Mystery of the Magala**
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_**Chapter 23**_

_**Mystery of the Magala Part 1**_

**NOTE: The next four chapters are based on "We are Family". I just wanted a different title.**

* * *

><p><em>Vikings have a strong sense of community. It's important for us to be part of a family and to celebrate that connection.<em>

* * *

><p><strong>Village Plaza<strong>

A week had passed since the night the Gobuls invaded. A couple of weeks had passed since the disastrous adventure on Outcast Island, and a full month had gone by since Batwings had left to live on Siren Island. Even though those events were still fresh in the minds of the Monster Riders, they were the last things they were thinking about these days.

It was by no means unusual to have monsters and dragons out and about in the village of Berk, but today, they were particularly numerous. And excited, too – their Viking allies had found a new energy this morning, which was so infectious that it took no time at all for the beasts to join in the festive mood.

There was a celebration afoot!

Silversol, the Silver Rathalos, and a Gurunzeburu, a peaceful plant-eater despite its predatory appearance, pulled carts full of wood into the plaza. The wood would be used to construct a stage on which some of the festival events would take place. A Rathian lit the towering torches with a single fireball, creating a tremendous bonfire on which fish and meat would be roasted en masse. Two Remobras flew over the village with a huge sign stretched between their talons. The sign read 'Bork Week'.

Gobber lumbered out of his forge and across the plaza, observing with glee the various statues and decorations that had been set up as part of the festivities. He cheerfully waved to and greeted anyone who crossed his path, and always got an equally enthusiastic reply.

"Happy Bork Week to you, Magnus!" the blacksmith called. "And a good Bork Week to you, Shamus! And most importantly, Happy Bork Week to _you_, Great-Great-Grandpa Bork."

The last statement was directed at a particularly large statue whose shadow fell over the village from its position on the hill next to the Meade Hall. It was a magnificent work of art, depicting a proud Viking with his axe raised high, prepared to slay a Lagiacrus. The statue, however magnificent, was a far cry from the real man, the late Bork the Bold.

Bork the Bold was sort of a big deal on Berk.

"Best holiday of the year, eh Gobber?" asked Mulch.

"Righ' up there with Snoggletog an' Stump Day!" agreed Gobber, and the two men bumped their hooks together.

Suddenly, it was as if a great metaphorical blanket had settled atop the plaza, smothering the happiness and cheer underneath its suffocating weight. Several Vikings excused themselves from the general area, not wishing to have their good mood permanently ruined. Mildew tended to have that effect on people in his vicinity.

"Ah, the good old days," the old man rasped, hobbling up to the statue of Bork. "Brings tears to me eyes. We could use a man like Bork around here these days."

But if there was one person whose jolliness could never be snuffed out, it was Gobber. He informed his visitor, "Tradition is a fine thing, Mildew, but things have changed! Fer the better if ya ask me."

"I didn't," Mildew spat.

His sheep Fungus bleated in that forlorn way of his, and started chewing on a nearby patch of grass.

"We've come a long way from the time where it was us or the monsters," Gobber said, calmly. "Yeh migh' be a little less crusty if yeh got used to tha', Mildew."

"I'll pass, thanks," he deadpanned. A thoughtful expression crossed his face, and he suddenly asked, "When are Bork's archives going on display? You've still got that monster-gutting dagger of his, don't you?"

Grunting, Gobber muttered, "It'll all be in the Meade Hall tomorrow, don't you worry…"

* * *

><p>As the activity outside grew and grew – monsters and Vikings having a grand old time helping each other get ready for the start of Bork Week – Gobber retreated into his forge. He wanted to retrieve the legendary man's archives from his attic before he forgot. As Bork's great-great-grandson, it was his duty to keep his historical belongings safe and sound, and to display them every year for seven days.<p>

When Gobber was working, and happened to be in a particularly jolly state of mind, he would sing to himself. This time was no exception, and in a matter of moments, some slightly off-key lyrics rang through the forge as he searched through the attic.

"_Bork, oh Bork, we sing your song,_

_The man who studied monsters long!_

_Without your work, there'd be no Berk,_

_Since the day you went berserk._"

He was no Siren, but Gobber certainly knew how to carry a tune.

Finally, he found what he was looking for. Dragging out an old treasure chest, Gobber blew the layer of dust off of its surface and concluded his song with an undercurrent of satisfaction in his voice. He tucked the chest safely under his hook arm and began to climb back down the ladder, and had just reached the bottom when he turned around and…

"Mildew!" he bellowed, startled. "Yeh don't sneak up on a man with a hook fer an arm!"

The old man leaned on his staff in the middle of the entrance to the forge. "But I've got an emergency!" he protested. "My wagon wheel just snapped comin' into town – my cabbage is all over the road!"

Unimpressed, Gobber asked, "Can't it wait, Mildew? I've gotta get these archives over to the Meade Hall. As _you_ requested, remember?"

"My cabbages, Gobber!" insisted Mildew. "Bah, whatever happened to customer service…?"

Gobber gave in with great reluctance. "Oh, alright…"

He stumbled out the door on his peg leg, muttering to himself about cranky old men. Glancing at the entrance to make sure he was really gone, Mildew began to reach for the chest.

In fact, he wasn't really gone.

"I'm warnin' yeh," Gobber said warningly, poking his head in. "You touch that dagger, an' I'll show yeh how well it works."

Without waiting for the obvious threat to sink in, Gobber left. Even though he didn't see it (he had already turned around), the burly blacksmith could practically feel Mildew's scornful look searing his back. It was like he was offended at the mere idea that he could be accused of something as stupid as tinkering with priceless artifacts.

But still… Gobber hadn't said not to touch anything else…

Mildew's hand reached for the treasure chest anyway.

* * *

><p><strong>Secret Grotto<strong>

It was a lovely morning in Hiccup's private cove, until a horrible, unearthly scream shattered the peaceful silence. "CHAAAAAAAAAHH!"

Completely unfazed, Snotlout skeptically asked, "That's why you brought us out here? To _scream_ into the wind?"

Hiccup took the trumpet, one that resembled the head of a Gore Magala, away from his mouth and glared at his cousin. "Just have patience, Snotlout…"

The more he heard from the other Monster Riders, the more the Haddock boy regretted showing them the entrance to his secret place. This was where he had first befriended Sightless and, later, Astrid. This was where he had discovered that his miserable life had a not-so-miserable meaning. This was where he had learned to fly. In the months that had passed since he shot Sightless down, Hiccup would frequently retreat to this place whenever he was feeling overwhelmed, or depressed, or lonely, or just when he needed time to himself.

And now, he would never have time to himself again.

_The things I do for the Berk Monster Academy…_ he said to himself.

"Pfft. Monster calls, whatever," Snotlout huffed, and sat down on a log.

Ruff and Tuff were sitting on the ground, their backs against the same log, staring intently at a random moss-covered rock in front of them.

"Uh, guys?" asked Hiccup.

Snotlout chuckled to himself. "Idiots."

"Snotlout?" Hiccup tried again.

The pig-faced Jorgenson paid him no heed. "So stupid…"

Now Hiccup saw what he was doing. He had taken a flat, shiny disk from the pocket of his jacket and was holding it at an angle, allowing sunlight to reflect off of it and onto the rock that the Thorston twins were so captivated by. Their eyes moved whenever Snotlout moved the disk, following the bright spot of light that had hypnotized them so.

Hiccup facepalmed. "… Seriously?"

"What?" Lout demanded. "It's fun! Oh, fine."

He returned the disk to his pocket, and Tuff suddenly gave his body a jolt, like he had suddenly been awoken from sleep. "Gah! Gone again!"

Somehow, Hiccup resisted the urge to shout. He swallowed the angry words that threatened to escape and instead raised the Gore Magala-shaped horn again. This was of his own invention, a device that (if all went well) would allow him to communicate with Sightless if they were ever separated.

"CHAAAAAAAAAHH!" the trumpet screamed.

Soon, the last receding echoes had vanished, leaving nothing but silence behind.

"Aaaand… _nothing_! Can we go now?" Lout demanded.

The timing of Sightless' arrival was absolutely perfect, if only for the look that crossed the Jorgenson boy's face. A black shadow flashed across the ground and an answering scream rang out into the air. The dark form of Sightless swooped down over the rim of the grotto and landed elegantly in front of the Monster Riders. He excitedly bounded over to Hiccup and gave him a long lick across his face, which he returned by stroking the top of the Gore Magala's smooth-shelled head.

"You were saying?" smirked Astrid.

"Fine!" Snotlout snorted. "I hate to admit it, but that was pretty cool."

In agreement, Snaketail and Arachne nodded their heads enthusiastically.

"Not as cool as that disappearing shiny thing!" said Ruff. "You can never catch it."

Of course, Hiccup ignored that remark, and turned to Fishlegs, asking, "Fishlegs, you want to show us your monster call?"

"Thought you'd never ask," he replied, and cleared his throat. "The call of the Gravios is as unique as the monster itself. Raw, guttural, intense… yet with a subtle lilt."

"Bleh bleh bleh, just _do it_ already!" shouted Snotlout.

Fishlegs' response was to take out a trumpet much like Hiccup's, although this one was shaped like a Gravios head. When he blew into it, an astoundingly realistic "CHAAAARRRRROOOGGGGHH!" echoed across the cove.

An answering roar reached their ears only a few seconds later, and Heatray came bumbling down from the sky to meet her rider. She landed with her feet and her wings, producing a tremor that shook the ground.

"Well done, Fishlegs!" cheered Arachne.

Almost smugly, he told her, "Oh, I'm not done."

He put the Gravios trumpet and blew into it as hard as he could. The resulting sound was twice as loud and caused several of the teens to wince.

"Ugh!" exclaimed Tuffnut. "I don't even _want_ to know what part of his body _that_ came from! Or do I…?"

This time, a multitude of roars answered Fishlegs' summons. Shapes appeared in the sky as they flew over the cove, and their clumsy wingbeats instantly gave them away as more Gravioses. The one in the lead let out another roar, and Heatray responded by flapping her heavy wings and rising into the sky to join her fellow flying wyverns.

"Whoa, nice herd," Snaketail commented.

"Be home for dinner, Heatray! You're having granite!" Fishlegs called out, as his monster and her companions vanished over the lip of the gorge.

Hiccup whistled to himself, impressed, and pushed against the mouthpiece of his Gore Magala trumpet, causing it to retract. He then put the horn back in his satchel. "Anyone think they can beat Legs?" he asked.

Although he hadn't been very keen on the idea of 'monster calls' before, Snotlout jumped at the opportunity to best his friends at the game. "I bet the Snotlout could! Watch this!"

He ran up the hypotenuse of a roughly triangular rock formation and perched on the tip so that he was looking down on everyone else. From his own satchel, he pulled out a Tigrex-shaped horn. Pulling out the mouthpiece and grabbing it with both hands, he took the longest, loudest, deepest breath imaginable… and blew with all his raw Viking might.

No words could describe how painfully loud the following noise was.

But, ignoring the rocks tumbling down the canyon walls, the Tigrex call did the trick. Snotsnarl jumped out of the massive tree on the other end of the cove, flew into the sky, and was immediately joined by about six other Tigrexes of all three kinds – regular, Brute, and Molten.

The other Monster Riders took their hands away from their ears and marveled at what Snotlout had managed to pull off successfully.

"Good job, first try!" Hiccup praised, seriously impressed this time. "You're practically a Qurupeco!"

"Uh, excuse me," Tuff interrupted, lazily raising a hand. "I have an important question."

"Is it actually important this time?" Astrid deadpanned.

"Yeah, always is," he replied. "Like, why are we even doing this anyway? I don't get it."

Casting a look at her boyfriend, Astrid silently invited Hiccup to explain for her.

He did so with pleasure, giving her a thankful smile before he spoke. "Well," he explained, "first of all, you never know when you're going to be separated from your monster, and the only way to communicate is to call it."

"Sorry, still don't get it," the male Thorston grunted.

Letting a long-suffering sigh rush out of his lungs, Hiccup finished in a very unenthusiastic tone of voice, "Second of all, it's Bork Week, and my dad asked us to put on a monster air parade."

Now Ruff raised her hand. "Why do we even care about Bork anyway? Wasn't he a monster killer?"

"Hey!" Fishlegs protested, as if she had insulted his mother. "Bork only killed monsters in self-defense! He studied them, wrote about them, lived and breathed them!"

Hiccup gave him a grateful nod.

"Many other tribes revere Bork as well," Snaketail piped up. "And I should know, since I'm originally _from_ one of those tribes. Without his research, I think they'd all have been wiped out by the monsters by now. _Including_ ours."

"And without Bork, there'd be no Monster Manual," Hiccup concluded.

"And without a Monster Manual, there'd be no Book of Monsters," Arachne continued for him.

Fishlegs added further, "And without a Book of Monsters, there'd be –"

"No reason for you to live?" snickered Snotlout.

"Monster Academy, actually," corrected Hiccup. "And, going back to what I was saying, there'd be no really cool monster air show. Which my dad wants us to do. So we're doing it."

"So," Tuff spoke up again, "when we do this 'really cool' monster air show, who's _he_ going to fly with?"

He jabbed his index finger at a curious-looking Sightless. It was weird how a monster without eyes could be so expressive.

As soon as Hiccup saw where Tuff was pointing, a cold, empty, familiar feeling welled up in his heart. No one else knew it, of course, but he had been asking himself that same question endlessly ever since Stoick had told him about his idea for the air parade. Every time the question came up, that empty coldness would manifest inside him. It was the most unpleasant feeling Hiccup had ever experienced.

"I'm working on that…" he muttered, dejectedly.

* * *

><p><strong>Near the Village<strong>

Hiccup couldn't help but sigh in regret as he and Sightless lay down on the grass and looked up at the sky. Above the village, monsters and dragons were still hard at work putting up the last of the decorations up for Bork Week.

_Who's he going to fly with?_ Tuffnut's insensitive, but not intentionally rude, question repeated itself in his head.

It was an excellent question. One that Hiccup still didn't have an answer to.

"I wish there were other Gore Magalas for you, bud," he lamented. "But you're the only one I've ever seen… for all I know, you're the last of your kind. I don't even know what you really are. Not a flying wyvern, not an amphibian, not a fanged beast…"

Sightless heard the sadness in his voice and walked over to curl around his rider, trying to make him feel better. It did raise Hiccup's spirits a bit, but only a little. He was still too worried.

"There you are!"

It was Astrid. She and Blackhawk touched down, and she hopped off of the bird wyvern's back and ran to Hiccup's side. She was actually breathless with excitement. "Hey, check out my Yian Garugas!" she enthused. "I finally got them flying in perfect formation."

Right on cue, a flying wedge of the purple bird wyverns soared overhead and carved a flawless turn, maintaining their formation all the while.

Normally, Hiccup would be blown away, and he'd be sharing in Astrid's happiness. But today, he was too troubled to care. Still, there was no way he could tell her that…

"Y-Yeah, wow!" he said instead. "That, that's _great_!"

Of course, the Hofferson girl saw straight through him. "Hiccup…"

Defeated, he turned his head to look her in the eye. "I've just been thinking," he admitted. "Blackhawk has other Garugas, Snotsnarl has a whole pack of Tigrexes, Venomwing has practically every Remobra on Berk, and Sightless… Sightless has no one."

Astrid's smile faded. She did nothing for a second, but then reached out to Hiccup and gave him a quick, yet heartfelt hug in an attempt to cheer him up.

"He has _you_," she told him, with a small chuckle. "And he looks pretty happy if you ask me."

Indeed, Sightless was currently lying contentedly in the grass, soaking up the sun. He looked pretty much like the textbook definition of 'happy'.

Still, Hiccup wasn't convinced. "You know what I mean," he sighed. "I mean, how would you feel if you were the only human being you knew, and all your friends were monsters?"

"Hiccup, he'll be fine," Astrid reassured him. But he couldn't help but notice that she had avoided the question.

The blonde girl planted a swift kiss on his cheek, then headed back to where Blackhawk stood. However, something made her turn back. "Oh, I almost forgot! Stoick and Gobber are looking for you. They're waiting in the Meade Hall – and they looked pretty serious."

She promptly took off, leaving Hiccup behind.

"That's great. Happy Bork Week to me," he groused.

* * *

><p><strong>Meade Hall<strong>

When Hiccup opened the door and found himself in a dark, spooky atmosphere with about six or seven high-ranking, grim-faced Vikings, including his father and Gobber, he stopped in his tracks.

"Ooookay…" he murmured. "This is pretty weird…"

Hesitantly, he approached the table. The closer he got, the more clearly he saw his dad's intimidating expression, and the less he wanted to have anything to do with whatever business awaited him here.

"Hiccup," Stoick ordered. "Come forth, and hold out your hands."

His son did so, then swiftly hid them behind his back. "Uh, Dad?" he quavered. "Gobber? Other scary-looking Vikings? I'd just like to say, in my own defense, that I cannot control Snotlout _or_ the twins twenty-four-seven."

There was a hearty laugh, breaking the tension. "This isn't about those jokers, Hiccup!" said Gobber. "It's somethin' really good!"

Stoick huffed and smacked a hand to his forehead, exasperated that his right-hand man had gone and blown the surprise yet again.

"Now then, Hiccup," the Chief began, setting aside his frustration. "As you know, Bork Week has begun, the first one since we made peace with the monsters. It has been decided that, from this moment forward, all things monster-related – including Bork's life's work – shall be entrusted to you and the Berk Monster Academy."

Unable to help it, Hiccup's eyes widened. Of all the things he could have expected from a 'serious' meeting with his Viking Chief of a dad, this was perhaps the thing he expected the least.

Gobber reached down to his feet and lifted up a large, dusty chest, one that Hiccup hadn't even noticed was there. He set it down on the table in front of him and opened it, motioning their guest forward to take a closer look. When Hiccup rested his hands on the table, the blacksmith took out a large stack of papers and notebooks.

"This is where the Book of Monsters started," he explained with much gusto. "Everything he ever wrote on the subject is in these notes! Personal thoughts, feelings, fears… even some delicious recipes!"

Was Hiccup shocked? That would have been an understatement.

"I… I don't know what to say," he murmured, tentatively taking the books in his hands. "Thank you, Dad. I –"

He was cut off by the feeling of a heavy hand on his shoulder. "Son," said Stoick, "this is a big part of our history. You and the monsters are a big part of our future. It's now up to you to take care of both."

Nodding, Hiccup put the books back in the chest, and Gobber sealed it up. He took the chest and, looking like he was going to miss Bork's monster notes and his job of keeping them safe, invitingly offered it to Hiccup.

However, it didn't seem as though Hiccup was strong enough to pry it out of his mentor's grip. Didn't he know that his apprentice was significantly lacking in upper body strength?

Wait, hold on. Upon closer inspection, it appeared that Gobber's knuckles had turned white.

Stoick noticed it too, and snapped, "Gobber."

"Eh, right," he replied, and at last allowed Hiccup to take the chest. Sniffing loudly, he choked out, "It's all… yers now, lad."

The chest was actually a little heavy, now that Hiccup had gotten used to the new sensation of holding it in his hands. Curiously, he took a peek inside, and saw that he probably wouldn't need some of the other stuff that was being held in the box.

"Ah, here," he said, holding something out. "You can keep the monster-gutting dagger."

Holding the weapon close, Gobber looked like he was about to cry with joy.

And with that, the meeting was over. Bork's notes had been officially passed on to the Berk Monster Academy. Stoick only hoped that it would help his son train monsters, and that he would keep them safe for many more generations to come.

* * *

><p><strong>Hiccup's House, Evening<strong>

It was that time of day when the hard-working Vikings of Berk had finally put down their tools, filled their stomachs, and retreated indoors. Most likely, the entirety of the village had already conked out on their beds and were snoring away. Stoick definitely was – the shingles on the roof were rattling as a result.

Hiccup, though, was far too involved in something else to fall asleep. He hadn't moved from the foot of his bed since he had first sat down after dinner. The candle that had been set out was almost completely melted, and he was still flipping through Bork's notes. The sketches, the footnotes, the recipes… all of it was simply enthralling.

"Sightless, look at all this!" whispered Hiccup, awed. "Bud, this is amazing. These are his personal notes. Everything he observed about monsters is right here."

Of course, all Sightless wanted to do was get to sleep. He turned over on his rock slab and grunted irritably.

Hiccup turned another page and turned the book sideways so he could see the drawings better, squinting for good measure. He wasn't very pleased at what he saw.

"Along with… some rather interesting sketches of his neighbors…" he muttered. "Yeesh. Can't unsee that…"

Making a disgusted sound at the back of his throat, he tossed the book aside. It opened in a way that left the back cover exposed, and there was a slight tearing sound, like peeling bark off a tree. It was only just loud enough for Hiccup to hear it in the utter quietness that had fallen over his house.

He squinted again. It looked like part of the back cover had peeled away from the other part, as if the two had been glued together in some way. But why would anyone bother giving a book cover two layers? It didn't make any logical sense… unless…

_A secret compartment!_ Hiccup thought. He picked up the book and, ever so gently, peeled the layers apart. Just as he suspected, there was something inside – a small packet of papers.

For the second time that day, Hiccup was blown away by what he found.

"This… this is… This is all on the Gore Magala!" he exclaimed, nearly dumbstruck. "It's all about you, bud!"

Again, Sightless couldn't care less.

"Bork didn't put any of this in the Monster Manual!" Hiccup continued, eagerly shuffling through the papers.

Each page had something new on it. There were head sketches detailing how a Gore Magala's horns flicked in and out… how the wings spread and could be tucked back over the shoulders… even bits and pieces about the virus that it spread. Bork referred to it as 'the Frenzy', based on how it made other monsters wildly aggressive.

But the information on the very last page was what Hiccup found most astonishing.

Voice hushed with awe, he read aloud, "'My studies lead me to conclude that an entire island exists teeming with mysterious Gore Magalas… I call this land the Isle of Plague…'"

He put down the notes and raised his head, staring blankly at the wall. It was too much to take in all at once.

"An island _full_ of Gore Magalas!" he murmured.

That caught Sightless' attention. He got off of his rock and walked over, bending his head down as if reading the page that his human friend had put down. Naturally, he couldn't see it, but he sensed Hiccup's shock and concluded that this was something very, very good.

"Sightless," Hiccup said, reaching out to stroke the monster's muzzle, "we need to find that island. And if we do… we find your home."

The Gore Magala screamed softly and butted his head into his rider's chest. Hiccup grinned.

"If we do," he repeated, "we find your family."

* * *

><p><strong>Odin's Shield, Next Afternoon<strong>

With Bork Week having begun, there was far too much to do that morning. Hiccup, obviously, had wanted to set out for this 'Isle of Plague' immediately, but he couldn't. First, he needed to inform the other Monster Riders of this shocking new development, go over Bork's notes with them, and come up with a plan.

But he couldn't do that right away, either. Stoick had wanted them to help out with the festivities first. Only after lunch were they able to escape to the academy and plan.

At this moment, their squadron was heading out to another part of the island, a place even farther from the village than Mildew's house (and the old bag lived pretty far away). The sun was beginning its descent toward the horizon, slowly turning the sky from blue to light orange.

"So lemme get this straight," yelled Snotlout. "In order to find Bork's island, we need to find his cave?"

"It's his last known place of residence!" Fishlegs said.

"Who would live in a cave?" asked Arachne. Cuddles, who was on her shoulder again, gurgled quizzically.

"Who _wouldn't_?" Tuffnut shot back.

"There must be something in there about the Isle of Plague and how we can find it," Hiccup told the others. "Bork's notes say his cave was cut into the mountains right above Odin's Shield."

The gang flew onwards for a few more minutes, occasionally swerving around the huge rocky cliffs and mountains that dominated this part of Berk. Eventually, though, they reached a particularly immense rock formation – Odin's Shield.

"Right there! That's where we'll start looking," Hiccup called.

A quick tug on the saddle steered Sightless toward Odin's Shield, preparing to land on a nearby outcrop that led deeper into the mountains. The Gore Magala fluttered his furry wings before landing, and the rest followed suit.

Once King and Queen had landed, the twins raised their hands. Ruff spoke for her brother. "Wait, so, um, wait. How do we know what we're looking for?"

Letting out a long-suffering sigh, Astrid drawled, "It's a _cave_, mutton-head. Look for a big hole in the side of the mountain."

She and Blackhawk then moved to the front of the group, where Hiccup was already starting to lead his monster deeper into the Odin's Shield formation. He glanced at his girlfriend as she fell into step beside him.

"You know, we don't have to bring them _every_ time," she told him, referring to the Thorstons.

Hiccup was about to give her a reply, when all of a sudden, a horrible roar echoed across the peaks, causing everyone to freeze in their tracks. It sounded vaguely like someone was beating a Barroth to death with a tree trunk.

When the roar ended, Snotlout sat up straighter on Snotsnarl's neck and gave everyone a smug smile. He had another one of the gang's 'monster trumpets' in his hand. Hiccup sighed – he should have known that his cousin would be behind that. Either him or the twins, collectively the main troublemakers in their group.

"_What_ in the _world_ was _that_?" Fishlegs asked, incredulous.

Turning his superior grin to the Ingerman boy, Snotlout proudly informed him, "That, my friend, was a Zinogre call. Surprised you didn't know that."

Fishlegs actually burst out laughing. "Ha, I would've if it _sounded_ like one. _This _is a Zinogre."

He took the Zinogre-shaped trumpet into his own hands, rotated it so that it was right-side up, and blew into it. "HRROOOOOOOH!" it howled.

"Hmpf," Snotlout grumped, folding his arms. He couldn't believe he had been holding the trumpet upside-down like an idiot. "Bet you can't do a Khezu."

"_Please_," snorted Legs. "At least challenge me."

Putting away the Zinogre trumpet, Fishlegs reached into his satchel and pulled out another one. It was made in the shape of a Khezu's head, complete with the uneven teeth. He took a deep breath and, after pausing for effect, blew into the horn's mouthpiece.

The very realistic screech that came out of the other end of the trumpet wouldn't have normally been bad, but it went on for a painfully long time. It went on and on, and sounded a bit like a super-distorted and high-pitched version of Arachne screaming her head off.

Everyone clapped their hands over their ears. "Fishlegs!" shouted Snaketail.

"Stop it! Stop!" pleaded Astrid.

"You sound terrible!" Tuff howled.

"Cut it out!" Snotlout demanded.

"OKAY, OKAY!" bellowed Hiccup, sounding almost like his dad for a minute there. "Enough, Fishlegs, that's good."

At long last, Legs took his lips away from the Khezu trumpet and gave an excited sort of laugh halfway between a giggle and a chuckle.

The search for Bork's cave continued. The riders spread out a little more, checking out every possible pathway that might lead to a cave. But it was Hiccup, of course, who ended up finding what they were searching for. After taking Sightless through a narrow pathway between two mountain peaks, the Haddock boy emerged into the sunlight and immediately saw a massive canyon that practically split the mountains in half. On the other side of the canyon was a small, black hole gouged into the stone. Additionally, the sun was already beginning to set, and it cast an orange light that made the view even more breathtaking.

"Hey, I found an opening!" he excitedly called over his shoulder.

Soon, the rest of the Monster Riders had joined him at the edge of the mighty gorge. A gusty breeze blew past, stirring each of the riders' hair and making any loose clothing flap in the wind. The breeze filled them with a stimulating, bracing feeling that sent a refreshing quiver down their spines.

"Oh, that feels good," Arachne sighed. "You like it too, don't you, Cuddles?"

The Smokebreath on her shoulder nodded enthusiastically and spread his wings, taking in the fresh air with a sharp inhale.

"Huh," remarked Snotlout, who was peering across the canyon at the cave in the distance. "That Bork was a dweeb, but he could climb like an Anteka."

About to respond, Hiccup flinched and squinted his eyes shut in a wince when he heard a terrible distorted screech echo across the mountains. "Legs," he warned, "I thought we agreed to ease up on the monster calls."

"Uh, that wasn't me," Legs answered, slightly appalled. "My Khezu impression is far more authentic."

The distant screech came again, a bit louder this time. Hiccup had to admit that he had been wrong – that couldn't have been Fishlegs, because it was coming from too far away. But that meant there could only be one other thing that could be making that noise…

A bright white shape suddenly flew out from behind one of the mountains, illuminated by the setting sun. Drool-soaked teeth gleamed, and its slimy skin flashed in the fading sunlight. Another scream blasted out of its maw. It was a genuine Khezu, and it was headed straight for the teens.

Astrid turned on their pudgy friend and snapped, "You wanna tell that to _him_?"

* * *

><p><strong>You know, I had so much fun translating the monsters' roars into words. I should do that more often!<strong>

**Basically, I thought that in real life, the gang's calls wouldn't be very good at summoning their dragons. Hiccup's Night Fury impression in the episode was like "WAAAAOOOOOH!" Nothing like a Night Fury at all. So, I came up with the idea for the trumpets.**

**Part 2 is coming soon! Review in the meantime!**
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_**Chapter 23**_

_**Mystery of the Magala Part 2**_

* * *

><p>As it turned out, throwing monster calls around left and right wasn't a very good idea. Fishlegs, in an attempt to outdo Snotlout, had imitated a Khezu's hideous scream at top volume – and now the Monster Riders were going to have to deal with a <em>real<em> one!

The Khezu flew awkwardly through the sky, its attention fixed on the humans below. Obviously, it had come to this spot hoping to find another one of its kind, but it could only smell a bunch of kids and their monster partners. Now that it realized it had been fooled, it was not pleased in the least.

"Head for the cave!" yelled Hiccup.

All at once, the monsters sprang into the air, dodging the Khezu's fatty bulk as it made a pass at them. They whooshed over the canyon in no time at all and stopped to hover in front of the cliff wall on the other side. They expected to find the opening to Bork's cave right in front of them – which was why they were so surprised when they _didn't_ find it.

"Wait, where's the cave?" Arachne squawked.

"We just saw it!" protested Astrid, wide-eyed. "There was a hole! There was _clearly_ a hole!"

A distorted screech echoed off of the Odin's Shield formation, reminding Hiccup that they had some very unpleasant company to deal with. Drawing up a lightning-fast plan, he called his orders to the other riders. "Snotlout, Ruff, and Tuff, you keep looking for the cave. The rest of us will deal with the Khezu."

"Gotcha!" Ruff replied, and she and Queen landed on the ledge where the cave had been. Tuff and Snotlout followed her.

While they started their search for the entrance to the cave, Hiccup and the rest soared back up to challenge the Khezu. Unfortunately, its nonexistent eyes were locked on the three riders that had just landed, picking them out as more helpless than the humans riding monsters. The drool hanging from the sides of its disgusting mouth was stretched into slimy ropes as the white wyvern plunged down for the kill.

"No, you're supposed to attack _us_, not them!" yelled Snaketail.

"Cuddles, distract!" commanded Arachne, throwing out her arm in front of her. Cuddles took a running start down her arm, jumped off, and sped toward the Khezu.

As the worm-like wyvern slowed its descent and started chasing the annoying, distracting Smokebreath dragon, Hiccup quickly rallied his Monster Riders.

"Fishlegs, Khezu call!" he ordered.

Considering that the Haddock boy's last request was for him to _stop_ making Khezu calls, Legs was a little miffed at the contrast. "I wish you'd make up your mind!" he huffed, but began to ready his voice. "Ahem… uck… gack… ahem…"

"FISHLEGS!" Hiccup practically roared.

Startled by the sudden shout, Fishlegs fumbled with his saddlebag and hastily took out the folded-up Khezu trumpet. Pulling out the mouthpiece and opening up the trumpet's "jaws", he took a breath and blew into it with all his might.

Instantly, the Khezu stopped chasing Cuddles when it heard what sounded like another of its kind. It made a clumsy U-turn and flashed toward Fishlegs and his Gravios, its mouth open in a snarl and letting loose with an answering scream.

"GAH!" screamed Fishlegs. "Fly, Heatray, FLY!"

Meanwhile, Snotlout and the Thorston siblings conducted their search for Bork's cave in an increasingly frustrated and brutal manner. They had given up trying to figure out how an opening in a mountain could just suddenly disappear, and were now trying to make their _own_ opening. It went about as well as anyone could expect…

Tuff walked straight up to the wall and slammed his head into it. He bounced off with a loud *claaaaaang!* and hit the ground on his back, unconscious.

Ruff took a running start, charging headlong into the wall. Her helmet, too, made a clang, followed by a drawn-out scraping sound when she knocked herself out and slid down the side of the wall.

Snotlout, who had a bit more brainpower (just a bit), didn't slam himself into the rock, but commenced beating it with his fists irately. "It was right. Here. I _swear _it was."

Such was his frustration that he didn't notice that his other hand was touching thin air, thin air that felt strangely furry – until the Lucent Nargacuga turned off its invisibility, stretched out its silvery head, and hissed fiercely at him. Snotlout took one look at its gleaming red, predatory eyes and nearly wet himself.

"Oh no," he muttered.

In seconds, he found himself grabbed by a pair of talons and lifted into the air by a pair of bladed wings. The Lucent Nargacuga and the abducted Jorgenson boy flew up to the very top of the wall and landed there with elegance.

"Whoa, whoa, no no no!" Snotlout wailed. "Hey, put me down!" Seeing that his pleas had no effect on the sly predator, he yelled, "Snotsnarl!"

The Tigrex heard the voice of his human friend in distress, and leapt into the air to rescue him. In mere seconds, Snotsnarl had cleared the wall and was now hovering in front of the Nargacuga, who was startled by the sight of the powerful pseudowyvern and backed away.

"Woo, way to go, Snotsnarl!" Lout cheered. But when his monster unleashed a destructive roar that came a little bit too close for comfort, he suddenly became frightened. "No, go away, Snotsnarl!"

Rolling his eyes, Snotsnarl flew away. With the immediate threat gone, the Lucent Nargacuga turned its snarling face back to its captive.

Paling considerably, Snotlout cried out again, "A little help here!"

Hearing his cousin's cry, Hiccup steered Sightless in the direction of the mountain, but was suddenly cut off by the rogue Khezu, who was still chasing after Fishlegs. It was in that moment he saw the exposed entrance to Bork's cave, which the Lucent Nargacuga had evidently been guarding.

It was a tough choice to make – save Snotlout and drive away the monsters first, or let the others do that while he snuck in? He and Sightless hovered in the air, paralyzed with indecision.

Suddenly, Astrid was there, hovering beside him. "Go see what you can find!" she called out, encouraging him. "Don't worry about us. We'll handle that overgrown worm."

The worm in question let out its horribly distorted scream as it continued to pursue the terrified Fishlegs, as if reminding them that it was still there.

Still, Hiccup felt reluctant to leave. "What about Lout?"

"Not feeling the trust!" his voice rang out just then.

Hiccup saw the confidence in Astrid's eyes, and nodded his consent. He knew his riders well enough to know that they could take care of themselves for a few moments. Seeing that he approved, Astrid saluted him and steered Blackhawk away, heading toward where the Khezu and Heatray were flying around.

Before the Haddock boy left, though, he gave one last order. "Ruff, Tuff, see what you can do about Snotlout!"

Apparently, the twins had already recovered from their self-abusive attempts to locate Bork's cave, because they hopped to their feet when they heard the Chief-to-be call them. They were certainly tougher than they looked.

"On it!" they chimed, and clambered across the cliffside to where their monsters were sitting.

"You're giving me the twins?!" Snotlout could be heard wailing.

Just then, the silver-colored Nargacuga took his foot in its beak and started bashing him against the side of its perch.

"OW! OW OW OW OW!" he howled, and a snarl from his kidnapper cowed him into whimpering, "Okay, I'll take the twins…"

* * *

><p><strong>Bork's Cave<strong>

Darkness overtook Hiccup as Sightless flew with all speed into the welcoming coolness of the cave. The sounds of the monsters outside grew fainter and fainter as they went deeper.

"Bork's cave! This is it!" exclaimed Hiccup. "We have to hurry, bud. We don't know how long the gang can hold off those wild monsters."

* * *

><p><strong>Outside<strong>

As many a Viking has noticed over years of monster hunting – and on top of that, months of peace with the monsters – the Gravios is not the most aerobatic or aerodynamic monster out there. Heatray was currently struggling to avoid the rock pillars that rose up from the canyon that was part of the Odin's Shield formation, while the angry Khezu was practically right on top of them.

"This is bad, Heatray, very bad!" Fishlegs squeaked, when he turned around and saw the slimy wyvern still on his tail. "And… we need to stop flying like this… I think I feel sick…"

Exhausted from all of the flying she'd been doing, Heatray landed heavily on the canyon floor, right at the end where two of the walls formed a corner. The Khezu zeroed in on them, acidic saliva already dripping from its crooked teeth.

Fishlegs screamed and covered his eyes as the Khezu came closer and stretched out its neck to snatch him.

Then, a Khezu-like scream echoed through the canyon, prompting the monster to skip Fishlegs and head for the lip of the gorge. Perched there were Blackhawk and Astrid, but not for long – the second she saw the Khezu heading in her direction, the Hofferson girl took her hands away from her mouth and pulled hard on the saddle.

Although she wasn't in possession of the right monster-calling trumpet, Astrid had still managed to pull off a half-decent Khezu impression just in time to save her fellow Monster Rider's life. Thank Thor for that, but now _she_ was the one being chased.

"Thanks…!" Fishlegs half-called, half-gasped from the bottom of the canyon. "If we all survive… I can help you fine-tune that call…!"

Despite Blackhawk's speed and Astrid's quick reflexes, the Khezu still managed to stay on them as they flew in a manner that would have normally shaken an enemy off. Luckily, Snaketail and Arachne joined her, doing their best to hinder and harass the Khezu with Twinhorn's sheer size and Venomwing's talons.

Meanwhile, the Thorston twins were standing at the bottom of the pillar on which the Lucent Nargacuga was holding Snotlout captive. They stroked their chins and scratched their heads, doing their best to get their slow minds into gear. And all the while, an increasingly-distressed Snotlout looked down helplessly at his 'rescuers' while the Nargacuga continued to toy with him.

Right now, it had its tail wrapped around his leg and was dangling him in front of its face, trying to figure out what to do with him. Should it eat him? He didn't look particularly tasty…

"Here's an idea," Tuffnut said at last. "We could _blast _him out."

Ruffnut's face, originally scrunched up in thought, suddenly cleared up. "Yeah!" she cheered. "Yeah, go ahead and blast him!"

On that note, King and Queen took up their positions.

"What?! No!" screamed Snotlout. "No blasting! Blasting hurt! Blasting bad! Long way down –"

His hurried protests only seemed to spur the twins on. In fact, he worked himself into such a panic that he never noticed the red dust floating up to meet him until the explosion went off.

But the explosion never actually reached him. The flames leapt up to lick at his nose for half a second before the Lucent Nargacuga, startled by the noise, took flight and landed on an even higher pillar.

Snotlout managed to pull off a withering glare despite the ash covering his face. "_Much_ better, _thank you_!" he snarled.

The twins just shrugged.

* * *

><p><strong>Bork's Cave<strong>

Sightless touched down on the cave floor, wingarms spread to their fullest span in order to keep his balance. As Hiccup hopped off of the Gore Magala's back, he picked up a large stick that was lying there on the cave floor and began to investigate.

_We've flown as far as we can go,_ Hiccup thought, _so this must be the deepest part of Bork's cave…_

Out loud, he murmured, "There's gotta be something here… I only wish there was more light in here…"

A short scream drew his attention. When he turned around, Sightless shot a quick bolt of black fire at the stick he was carrying, succeeding in igniting the tip and turning it into a makeshift torch.

"Thanks, bud," said Hiccup, sparing the monster a grateful smile.

Waving the torch around as he walked, Hiccup milled around the cave, trying to get light into every nook and cranny. He didn't know what he'd find in here, and for all he knew, it could be hidden anywhere. It was best to go slowly and shine his torch at one place at a time.

Finally, he _did_ find something that was worth checking out. He saw it out of the corner of his eye as he passed by a cave wall, a flash of white amidst the dark grey stone.

"What is that?" he murmured, raising the burning branch to better examine it.

The red-orange light revealed that, indeed, there were white markings painted onto the cave wall. But they weren't simply random designs – no, there was a definite pattern to them. At the very top of the wall, near the ceiling, was a big 'X' and some lettering underneath it.

"… It's a map…" Hiccup realized. "A map to the Isle of Plague! We did it, Sightless! Okay, I gotta get this down…"

The Gore Magala let out a little scream of joy when he heard how excited his master was, knowing that they had found some good news. Unfortunately, the next sound he heard indicated some less-than-good news.

At the end of the tunnel they had just come through, Sightless could faintly hear rocks crumbling. Then the cavern started to shake, and debris fell down from the ceiling as the tremors grew worse.

Even though he was distracted by the task at hand – copying the map on the wall into his notebook – Hiccup felt the shaking and the pebbles falling down almost immediately. His heart skipped a beat when he heard the sound of a cave-in from near the entrance.

"Nononononono, I need more time!" he begged.

Hurriedly, he continued to scribble down the designs on the wall. The tremors continued to build until it was like the mountain was being shaken from side to side, and Hiccup's torch, which he had propped against the wall to free his hands for his notebook and charcoal stick, fell to the floor and extinguished itself. But even as darkness blanketed Bork's cave once more, Hiccup drew in the final mark on the map.

"That's it!" he exclaimed, snapping his book shut. "Sightless, let's go! We have to get out of here!"

* * *

><p><strong>Outside<strong>

The Khezu missed its mark again. Arachne pulled hard on the saddle, and Venomwing twisted herself out of the way of the electrical projectile that sizzled past. The bright blue orb kept going until it smashed into the side of the mountain, causing rocks to tumble down over the cave entrance.

Astrid saw, and her heart leapt into her throat. "Hiccup's trapped!" she cried.

Her answer came from the near distance. It was Snotlout, still being dangled upside down by the Lucent Nargacuga's prehensile tail. The pseudowyvern had decided that the loudmouthed Jorgenson made a good toy, and was using its tail to continuously move him up and down the side of the pillar like a yo-yo.

"I'm in a tough spot here, myself!" Snotlout called, his face slowly turning green. "Isn't someone supposed to be rescuing me?"

Indeed, Ruff and Tuff weren't even trying anymore. They were slumped against the cliff wall, their hands resting behind their heads, eyes closed in relaxation. It was like they had given up after their last disastrous rescue attempt.

Tuffnut, though, thought otherwise. "You might think our plan didn't work," he called up to Snotlout, "but believe me, that Lucent Nargacuga is playing right into our hands."

"Sorry…" Lout whimpered, as the silvery wyvern continued its game. "I don't believe you…"

A twitch of the Nargacuga's tail sent his face into the pillar, and he lost his temper. "OW!" he hollered. "Stupid bat!"

The Lucent Nargacuga promptly dropped him in response, and he managed to get half a scream out before it deftly caught him by the leg again.

Lout slapped it in the beak.

It hissed with rage.

"Oh Thor," he gulped.

* * *

><p><strong>Bork's Cave<strong>

Another missed blast from the Khezu outside caused another tremor in Bork's cave, one that was worse than the rest. It was followed by a huge crash that caused _another_ quake, and the cavern instantly went from dim to pitch-black.

With a sinking feeling, Hiccup realized that the sudden loss of light could mean only one thing – the entrance had been blocked.

"This is great," he muttered to Sightless. "We're trapped, and you can't use your shots without bringing the ceiling down on our heads."

Sightless raised his head, sniffing loudly as if he was taking in the scent of the air around them. His horns sprung out, their tips providing a much-welcome purple glow to illuminate the blackness. But if Hiccup thought this was weird behavior, he hadn't seen anything yet.

He felt a mighty gust of wind as Sightless flared out his cape-like wings. The Gore Magala let out a scream that rebounded continuously around the cave until it grew unbearable enough to force Hiccup into covering his ears. Sightless' scream bounced off the walls so many times that it sounded like there was a whole pack of Gore Magalas in there with them. And then came the strangest part – a thick, uncomfortable dampness rushed past Hiccup's legs, like really dense fog.

_Wait,_ he thought. _Could that be what Sightless' virus feels like?_

From the faint glow of Sightless' horns, he could see that the black mist was spreading throughout the cavern. Thank goodness that none of it was floating high enough for him to breathe it in, but he couldn't figure out his monster companion's motives for the life of him. It had been quite a long time since he had seen Sightless spread his virus around like this.

But then, the time for pondering was over. Hiccup yelped with surprise when Sightless grabbed him around the waist and threw him onto his back, and then started running down a nearby tunnel. Somehow, Hiccup could tell that this passage wasn't the one that led back to the entrance.

"Whoa, whoa, whoaaaaa!" the shocked Haddock boy yelled, desperately hanging onto the saddle to prevent being thrown off. "What're you doing?"

Sightless ignored him, and continued his blind gallop through the tunnels of Bork's cave. He flapped his wings as he ran, spreading more virus. It almost looked like he was _following_ it as it floated down the tunnel!

None of this made any sort of sense to Hiccup, who shouted, "O-O-Okay, where are you going – and how are you seeing?!"

To his frustration, Sightless still wouldn't give him even a hint. Another tremor rocked the cave, and rocks started to tumble down from the ceiling, filling up the passageway behind them. Wherever Sightless was headed so recklessly, there would be no going back.

And then Hiccup saw light.

They made it out of the tunnel and into the sunset right before the tunnel completely caved in. With a thrust of Sightless' wings, they were back in the air, looking over the outside of Odin's Shield and the surrounding mountains.

"Yes, we got out!" Hiccup whooped. "I don't know how, but I'm not going to look a gift yak in the mouth…"

There was a sudden rush of wind as Astrid flew by. Relieved, she cried, "Hiccup, you made it!"

Bashfully, he rubbed the back of his head and responded, "Yeah, and please don't ask me how, because to be perfectly honest, I have no idea."

The Khezu chose that moment to appear, lighting itself up with an aura of electricity as it charged them. At the urging of their riders, Sightless and Blackhawk avoided the wyvern.

"Should I help you drive that Khezu away?" asked Hiccup, a mite awkwardly.

As he said that, Snaketail and Arachne flew by on their monsters, whooping and laughing as they chased the Khezu away.

"They've got it under control!" Astrid told him, smiling. "It's really Snotlout that needs help."

"Of course it is…" he muttered, and then he and Sightless left her and the others to deal with their unfriendly neighbor.

They found the Jorgenson boy still in the clutches of the Lucent Nargacuga. However, instead of abusing him, the pseudowyvern was now cuddling him with its tail and nuzzling his face amiably. Needless to say, Lout looked less than pleased.

Hiccup smiled. "Aww. You've made a friend."

"Uh-huh," Snotlout groused. "It's not as friendly as it looks."

"Where are the twins?" his cousin asked.

Snorting as best as he could with the Nargacuga's beak in his face, the unpleasant teenager muttered, "Down there. Being unhelpful, as usual."

Looking down at where Snotlout pointed, Hiccup could see for himself how unhelpful Ruff and Tuff were being. "And, as usual, I have to do everything by myself."

Sightless shot forward, stopping only a tail's distance away from the Lucent Nargacuga. While it hadn't been intimidated by Snotsnarl (much), a Gore Magala was a monster in a whole other league. The Nargacuga took to the air and, after taking a second to screech angrily at Sightless, flew into the setting sun, narrowly dodging a virus blast. The blast hit the pillar and knocked Snotlout off of it instead.

"Snotsnarl, now!" shouted Hiccup.

The Tigrex, who had been dozing off on a nearby ledge, sprang into action. He reached the pillar right as Snotlout was about to hit the ground, and made an amazing catch by swooping underneath his rider and allowing him to fall right onto the saddle.

"And that's how you rescue someone!" Snotlout yelled down to the twins.

"Hey, we did our jobs," claimed Tuff. "Our plan went off without a hitch."

"Yeah!" Ruff agreed. "We were keeping the 'cuga busy until Hiccup showed up."

Smirking confidently, the brother and sister shared a proud fist-bump.

* * *

><p><strong>Up In the Sky<strong>

After an eventful afternoon, it was high time the Monster Riders went back to Berk. They turned their backs to Odin's Shield and flew away in their standard flight formation, all of them exhausted and ready for a good night's rest. On the way there, they chatted about how good of a team they had made back on the cliff – but not all the details were crystal clear.

"I still can't believe how you survived that cave-in," remarked Fishlegs, looking over at Hiccup.

"Neither can I!" he replied, incredulously. "It was all Sightless – he got out his horns, spread out his eel pox, and followed the virus until he found an exit. It was incredible!"

Ruffnut spoke up, "I don't get it. How do you use a _disease_ to _guide_ you?"

For once, everyone else was as confused as she was. All around, the riders shook their heads, unable to think of a sensible explanation.

Only Snaketail, it seemed, wasn't troubled. "People do it all the time," she said dismissively. "Personally, if I see a sick person, I go the other way."

Paying no attention to the Grundenson girl's chuckles, Astrid pulled a bit on her Garuga's saddle and edged closer to where Hiccup was flying. "So, did you get anything?" she asked. "Like, maybe a riddle or something, like when we went out to find Hamish's treasure?"

Smugly, Hiccup told her, "A map – to the Isle of Plague!"

"Awesome!" chirped Arachne. "When are we gonna leave?"

"First thing in the morning," replied Hiccup, his ecstasy obvious.

Looking down at Sightless, and reaching down to give the monster a friendly pat on the head, he murmured, "Sightless, this time tomorrow, you're going to be knee-deep in Gore Magalas."

A happy growl emerged from Sightless' mouth, and he flapped his wings with excitement fueling his muscles.

* * *

><p><strong>Hiccup's House, Nighttime<strong>

Whereas the rest of the riders had already gone to bed, Hiccup found himself still wide awake. There was no way he could lay down on his bed and relax when there was such a huge adventure awaiting him in the morning. Knowing that it was impossible to try and get to sleep, he spent his time at his desk, looking over Bork's notes and the map he had copied down.

_It's really going to happen,_ he kept telling himself. _We're really going to find more Gore Magalas. Sightless isn't the last of his kind after all! He won't be the only Gore Magala anymore!_

He was thinking this for the umpteenth time when he came across something in Bork's notes that gave him pause. The smile faded away when Hiccup took a closer look at the page in his hand and read it over again.

"There's a reason Gore Magalas live on the Isle of Plague," he realized. Scrutinizing the words closely, he read, "Bork's notes say 'swarms of Gore Magalas can be extremely hostile to other species'."

He paused. "Oh, and now that I think about it, that virus of yours affects other monsters, too. If the others come with me on their monsters…"

Well, it simply couldn't happen. The others would either get sick or chased away. No, Hiccup couldn't risk bringing the entire company with him. It was too dangerous.

"Well, it's just you and me then, bud…" he sighed.

Sightless looked up from his now-empty fish basket and screamed softly, tail swishing back and forth with excitement. Smiling at the Gore Magala, Hiccup finished packing up his satchel and slung it over his shoulder.

At last, they were ready.

Down the stairs and out the front door they crept, taking care not to disturb Stoick, who was snoring loudly enough to wake the dead. Hiccup held the door open so that Sightless could lope out the doorway and onto the grass outside. Closing the door quietly behind him, the boy hopped off the front porch and expertly hoisted himself onto the saddle.

"This is it, Sightless," Hiccup said with a smile. "You're finally going to see that you're not alone. Next stop, the Isle of Plague."

Sliding his foot into the stirrup, Hiccup felt that familiar buzz down his spine as they prepared for takeoff. But this time, the buzz energized him more than ever, and when he shivered, it had nothing to do with the chilly night air.

They leapt into the star-speckled sky, and soon, they had left Berk far behind.

Discovery, drama, and – most importantly – family awaited them.

* * *

><p><strong>Berk Monster Academy, Early Morning<strong>

As planned, the Berk Monster Riders met up at the academy bright and early, their saddlebags filled and ready to go. But the longer they sat there on their monsters' backs, the more it became apparent that something wasn't right.

"Where's Hiccup?" questioned Snaketail, yawning.

"It is morning, right?" Tuff asked.

A dawning realization rose upon Astrid, and her wrinkled brow gradually cleared up. It had to be… no, it couldn't! Hiccup wouldn't… would he?

Only one way to find out…

* * *

><p><strong>Hiccup's House<strong>

Stoick was up and at 'em, as usual for this time of the day, when the door opened and a visitor stepped inside.

He put down the block of wood that he had been whittling into a duck decoy and looked up to see who it was, but it was only Hiccup's friend Astrid. Good thing, too – Stoick was worried that it would be Spitelout, who was probably still angry about an incident from the other night, and he had been reaching for his Switch Axe just in case.

"I'm sorry to bother you, sir…" Astrid began, nervously eyeing the weapon leaning against the chair.

"Oh, no bother at all, Astrid," Stoick replied, pulling his hand back with a sheepish chuckle. "I'm just doing my morning woodworking. It's very relaxing. Sorry about the axe – I'm expecting some company."

Growing a bit more confident now that she knew the weapon wasn't meant for her, the Hofferson girl asked, "Um, sir, have you seen Hiccup?"

"No, I haven't," Stoick answered, picking up the wooden duck again. "I woke up and he was already gone. Should I tell him you're looking for him?"

Thinking fast, Astrid suddenly hit upon a stroke of genius. "Ah… why don't I just leave him a note? In his room?"

"Be my guest," the Chief replied. He leaned back in the chair and continued working with his whittling knife, whistling under his breath as Astrid ran upstairs.

Upon reaching Hiccup's room, she immediately noticed a small and familiar book sitting open on the table next to his bed. After flipping through it – there were quite a few sketches of Sightless inside, some of which made her chuckle a little – she came across a hastily-scribbled map on one of the middle pages. Knowing that that must be the map from Bork's Cave, Astrid snatched the book and headed back outside.

Fishlegs was waiting for her outside. "Any luck?"

Running down the stairs to meet him, she responded, "Hiccup must have copied the map from his notebook. Fortunately…"

Smiling, Astrid held up said notebook.

"YES!" Legs cheered.

* * *

><p><strong>Isle of Plague<strong>

After flying over the vast ocean for hours – all through the night and well into the morning, to be exact – the water finally gave way to land. The unmistakable features of an island passed underneath Hiccup and Sightless, and they both couldn't contain a shiver of anticipation.

They soared down to land, and they became the first human-and-monster pair to set foot on the Isle of Plague.

When Hiccup walked forward, he noticed that Sightless seemed reluctant to follow. "Trust me, bud," he soothed. "Relax. If my map is right, you're going to like what we find here."

The two of them continued to explore the island, finding absolutely no signs of life except for small bushes and the occasional tree growing out from between the cracks in the rocky ground. The only sounds were the constant lapping of the waves on the coastline, and the wind rustling the leaves on the bushes. Just as Bork's notes said, there didn't seem to be any signs of other monsters living on the island.

Finally, they stopped walking when they came across a downwards slope leading into an ominous-looking clearing. Two huge mountains rose up to block the sunlight, plunging the clearing into shadow. The rocky, uneven terrain was dominated by a natural platform that had a slope retreating back into the shadows. It looked almost like it led into the lair of a beast, a beast that could walk to the top of its platform and survey its territory.

This was as good a place as any to start.

"Alright, you ready?" Hiccup asked Sightless.

The Gore Magala didn't make a sound, but either way, he seemed to be encouraging his rider to go on and do what he had to do. Giving him a nod, Hiccup took out his Magala trumpet and raised it to his mouth.

"Here goes…" he said, and blew. "CHAAAAAAAAAHH!"

The scream that came from the trumpet slowly faded into the distance, and was soon replaced by silence, leaving Hiccup with a sense of suspense that felt like it was tearing him apart from the inside. Would this work? Were there really Gore Magalas here? Was this even the right island?

Right as the Haddock boy was about to try again, a _very_ familiar noise came from the other side of the clearing. There was no doubt about it.

"I can't believe it!" enthused Hiccup. "Did you hear that?"

Sightless nodded enthusiastically, briefly rearing onto his hind legs to excitedly wave his front paws in the air. He threw his head back and let out a deafening scream.

Moments later… "CHAAAAAAAAAHH!"

A massive black figure emerged from the shadows and stood upon the platform.

"Bork was right," Hiccup breathed. Suddenly, he broke into a giddy grin so wide that it threatened to tear his face in two. "Go on! Go get 'em, Sightless!"

Happy to finally hear the voice of another of his species, Sightless bounded across the rocks and landed at the bottom of the slope, wings outstretched to keep him balanced when he hit the ground – but he hesitated. He turned his nonexistent gaze up to where Hiccup still stood, almost like he was scared.

"Go on!" his human friend said again.

Sightless nodded, and, with his enthusiasm renewed, continued making his way across the clearing to meet the other Gore Magala. It was just standing there, stock-still, like it was waiting to see what the newcomer would do…

Suddenly, there was another scream, but not that of a Gore Magala. Back on the ledge, Hiccup jumped at the sound and whirled around to see if there was anything behind him. There was – a colorful Hypnocatrice landing on the ground with a fish in its beak. The bird wyvern chirped happily as it settled down under a small tree to eat its snack.

"Hold on," Hiccup muttered, "if other monsters stay away from this island, why would there be a Hypnocatrice landing here…?"

A horrible feeling flooded through him, bringing with it a hot flash of panic, a desire to run away and never come back. Evidently, Sightless felt it, too. Down in the clearing, he growled and brought his horns out, wingarms raised threateningly. He slowly backed away from the motionless Gore Magala, no longer as trusting as he had been a second ago.

Something wasn't right here.

"Sightless, come back!" shouted Hiccup.

The horrifying and unmistakable sound of a bolas twirling through the air reached Hiccup's ears, and Sightless was suddenly on the ground, screaming and thrashing in an effort to get free. Armored Vikings rushed forward to subdue their prey.

Desperately, Hiccup began to head toward his downed monster friend, with no rescue plan or escape plan in mind – just the uncontrollable desire to help him. Then, strong hands grabbed each of his arms and forced them behind his back, and the scrawny Haddock boy was pushed roughly onto his stomach.

When he craned his neck so that he was looking forward, his eyes widened when he saw who was standing in front of him.

"Amazin'ly realistic!" laughed Alvin the Treacherous. "Wouldn't ya say, 'iccup?"

Beside Alvin was his second-in-command Savage, who pushed a Gore Magala-shaped statue forward on a set of wheels. It was undoubtedly the same one that had been used to lure Sightless away from his rider. So it had been a clever trap, set up by the Outcasts.

But _how_?

"What do you want, Alvin?" Hiccup grunted, straining against the weight of the Outcast who held him prisoner.

His archnemesis let out a hearty guffaw. "I want me own monster trainer! An' by the look o' things, I got one."

"Who says I'm going to train your monsters?" he shot back, defiant until the end.

Alvin only smirked and stepped aside, allowing Hiccup to get a good view of Sightless. The Gore Magala was muzzled and bound with ropes, making even the slightest movement next to impossible. The unholy offspring of contagion and plague itself was currently at the mercy of four well-armed Outcast soldiers.

"'e does," Alvin replied, his smirk never fading.

The message was obvious – do as Alvin said, or Sightless wouldn't stand a chance.

But _how_?

That was what Hiccup asked next, the only question on his mind, the only thing he wanted to know. "How did you do this? How'd you know I'd come here?"

He only got another sadistic grin in reply.

* * *

><p><strong>Back on Berk<strong>

Gobber was in an uncharacteristically sour mood when he trudged up to Mildew's door, a heavy wheelbarrow in tow. He understood why they had built the old man's house so far outside of town, but that didn't make him feel any less annoyed at the marathon-long journey up the mountain to get there.

Then there was the fact that he had made the journey purely because of a _favor_ he had done for Mildew. That definitely didn't help his attitude.

"Mildew!" he shouted, knocking on the door. "I've got yer wheel! She's good as new! Home delivery!"

When he didn't get a response, the blacksmith muttered bitterly, "Yeh don't get better 'customer service' than this…"

He knocked again, but there was still no reply.

"Open up!" he yelled. "I know yer in there!"

When _that_ didn't do the trick, Gobber reached the end of his patience and threw the door open himself.

Instantly, his eyes widened at the sight he beheld. The house was deserted, and not only that, it had been stripped of the very few personal items that Mildew had decorated it with. It was like the grumpy old wart had packed up and left completely!

"What in the name of Odin's skivvies…?" Gobber muttered, eyebrows knitting together in suspicion.

* * *

><p>The Berk Monster Riders had gathered back at the academy, their weapons strapped to their backs and their saddlebags filled with supplies. In fact, they were just getting ready to go after Hiccup when they got a pair of unexpected visitors. Stoick the Vast and Needlenose the Anorupatisu, to be exact.<p>

Half of the teens froze in their tracks. The other half tried to play it cool.

"Has anyone seen Hiccup?" called Stoick. Then, when he took the time to glance around, he noticed the saddles and weapons that the kids were holding. Of course, their guilty expressions didn't help. "Hang on, what're you lot up to?"

"Just a… training exercise," Snaketail spoke up, grinning innocently. She tried to hide her Noble Shieldaxe behind Twinhorn.

Naturally, Stoick wasn't convinced. They were hiding something, without a doubt – but fortunately, he knew the person to go for when he wanted answers. He jumped down from Needlenose's back and strode up to the pudgiest of the riders, who stiffened and pretended to be busy with Heatray's saddle.

"Fishlegs…" the Chief said in a warning tone of voice.

Two beats passed.

"Okay, you got me!" the frantic Ingerman blurted. His explanation came out in a rush. "We're headed to the Isle of Plague an island full of Gore Magalas could be dangerous could be safe wanna come?"

Astrid, Snotlout, and Snaketail facepalmed in unison.

"You think we could still sneak out if we took our dragons instead?" Tuff asked in a perfectly audible whisper.

"Stoick!"

The sudden shout came from Gobber, who rushed through the open gateway and immediately started talking. "Strangest thing at Mildew's place!" he exclaimed. "It's been completely cleared out! No sign of 'im anywhere!"

The Monster Riders, including Stoick, exchanged suspicious glances. Something fishy was definitely going on…

* * *

><p><strong>Isle of Plague<strong>

Their work done, the Outcasts were preparing to leave the Isle of Plague for good. And it was on their ship where Hiccup made several disastrous discoveries that shocked him to his core.

Much like the time when the disastrous thunderstorm had hit Berk, and the locals had been frightened into believing anything they were told, Sightless had been bound and chained to the deck of a ship and was ready to be shipped off elsewhere. Only this time, Hiccup was joining the monster, and they weren't being sent away by their own people.

He struggled to sit up despite the ropes binding his arms to his sides, and managed to prop himself up against the mast. He watched as the Outcasts marched up the gangplank in single file, until finally, he was faced with someone he thought he'd never see climbing aboard an Outcast boat.

It was none other than Mildew, followed closely by his pet sheep Fungus.

"Mildew?" asked Hiccup, eyes widening. "What're you doing here?"

"Ah, lookit ya," Mildew replied, his voice regretful. "The brightest boy on the island, trapped and outwitted by a silly old man and his sheep."

A glint of malice ignited his otherwise dull eyes, and the slightest hint of a smirk caused the corner of his mouth to twitch.

The world began falling into focus for Hiccup, and what he realized made his blood run cold. "How… How could you do this?" he whispered.

Sickeningly casually, Mildew answered him, "It's your fault, Hiccup. You read our false Bork notes, you followed the map, and you walked right into our trap. Alvin wanted a monster trainer, I wanted the monsters driven off of Berk. And it's all because of your love for an elder dragon. Maybe next time you'll think twice about where you place your loyalties."

Finished with the Haddock boy, Mildew walked away with a scornful shake of his head.

_My loyalties…?_ Hiccup thought._ My love for… wait. _His eyes suddenly flew wide open. _An elder dragon? Is that really what Sightless is?_

"Raise the sails!" bellowed Alvin. "We're 'eaded 'ome to Outcast Island!"

His soldiers raised a hearty cheer of victory and started to ready their ship for the long trip back home.

"I don't understand," muttered Hiccup, looking up at his captor. "If there was no Gore Magala, how'd you lure Sightless away with his own call?"

Alvin chuckled. Another pair of Outcasts walked on board, dragging something huge behind them. With a strained grunt, they heaved the creature onto the boat. It squawked when its body smacked into the boat's mast, causing the entire vessel to rock back and forth, and it helplessly kicked its tied-up feet in protest.

Green eyes widened. Hiccup would know this monster anywhere.

"Mocktalk…?" he whispered.

The Qurupeco raised his head and let out a whimper.

Another being was thrown onto the ship by another pair of Outcasts. This one was much smaller, with his arms and legs tied with thick rope, and he yelped with pain when he hit the deck. His wings flapped weakly in an instinctive and helpless attempt to rise.

The brownish-blond hair, the wings, the blue eyes… Hiccup couldn't believe it. "Batwings!"

A choking cough exited the Siren's mouth as he looked guiltily up at his good friend. He looked positively awful – specks of dried blood could be seen around his mouth, his wrists and ankles were raw from the ropes that bound him, and one eye was stuck in a squint. Thankfully, the old scar around his neck didn't look like it had been touched.

"I'm so… so sorry…" Batwings rasped. It sounded like his throat had been scraped dry. "They… they forced us to do it… Alvin has them…"

Now, Hiccup didn't believe for one second that Batwings had willingly helped Alvin. He was too good, too loyal, to ever do such a horrendous thing. So he immediately accepted Batwings' apology as the truth.

"Has who?" he asked. "Who does Alvin have?"

There was nothing that could have prepared Hiccup for what came out of Batwings' mouth next.

"My wife… and… my daughter."

* * *

><p><em>To be continued…<em>

* * *

><p><strong>Part 3 will be coming soon, so leave reviews and sit tight for the next exciting chapter!<strong>

**P.S. Khezu has the worst voice in the Monster Hunter series.**
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* * *

><p><strong>Outcast Island Dungeons<strong>

A terrible squawk echoed throughout the network of caves as a Yian Kut-Ku slammed itself against the bars of its cage. Hiccup jumped at the resounding *clang* that occurred when scales hit metal, but the chicken-like monster didn't make any more threatening moves. It just watched the Outcasts' scrawny captive and his entourage pass by its cage, a slightly menacing look in its beady eyes.

Hiccup kept walking as Alvin and Savage guided him deeper into the dungeon. Miserably dragging their feet beside the Haddock boy were the familiar faces of Batwings and Mocktalk the Qurupeco. Hiccup hadn't seen them since the adventure on Siren Island some weeks back. The humanoid dragon and bird wyvern both looked terrible, with ruffled feathers, bruises, and bloody mouths – how long had they been prisoners of the Outcasts?

"Where's my monster, Alvin?" Hiccup asked, his voice dangerous. "Where's Sightless?"

Alvin snorted, not convinced by his attempt to be intimidating. "You'll be seein' 'im soon enough, don't ya worry."

There had only been a moment or two of silence when Hiccup spoke again. "I have to hand it to you, Alvin," he said. "Luring Sightless and I to the Isle of Plague, building a fake Gore Magala… that was pretty good."

Unconsciously, he winced at the memory.

"Heh, 'pretty good', 'e says," chuckled the Outcast leader. "Rich comin' from a one-legged boy."

"But turning Mildew into an Outcast?" Hiccup persisted. "Forcing Batwings and Mocktalk to help you? Using them against us? Come on, that's low-hanging fruit, even for you."

"Tell me about it…" muttered Batwings.

Savage started to laugh at Hiccup's sarcastic remark, but Alvin reached back with an annoyed grunt and shoved his second-in-command into Mocktalk's flank. The Qurupeco squawked and smacked Savage aside with his flat tail, causing him to tumble to the ground. Another *clang* resounded through the tunnel, this time from the impact of helmet on rock.

This time, it was Hiccup and Batwings who snickered, despite the grim circumstances in which they found themselves.

"No one thinks you're funny, boy," grumbled Savage, picking himself back up. "Now get moving!"

His bone club pushed violently against Hiccup's back, making the Berkian Chief-to-be stumble slightly.

At last, the group of five arrived at their destination. After a long walk through tunnels lined with monster cages, they emerged from the tight passageway into a huge arena-like cavern not unlike Outcast Island's local monster-killing ring. Illuminated by torches, and the few moonbeams shining through the holes in the ceiling, it was an eerily quiet and grim-looking place.

Batwings frowned. "This is strange…" he whispered. "I thought you kept your monsters in the killing ring. That's what I saw when you last captured me."

"Oh, we do," Savage chuckled. "We've just got too many monsters to keep them _all_ in there. I dare say we have enough monsters for a whole army!"

Hiccup and Batwings exchanged a serious look. If that was true, then that was only one more reason to _not_ teach the Outcasts how to tame monsters. Outcasts on dragons were bad enough…

Just as the captives were thinking that, there was a shout from one of the cages, and then answering shouts coming from the tunnel behind them. Four Outcasts riding Deadly Nadders stormed into the cavern and headed for the cage, from which more shouts were coming. It definitely sounded like there was some kind of commotion.

Alvin and Savage guessed that, too, and dragged their prisoners along as they went after the soldiers on Nadder-back.

Inside the cage, two Outcasts were holding up their Lances to try and repel a monstrous green snake wyvern. The giant serpent hissed at them and clacked its beak, then plunged its head into the floor and attempted to burrow away from them. However, the thick chain wrapped around its neck and bolted to the wall prevented its escape. Just as the end of its plated tail disappeared, the snake wyvern burst up from out of the ground, knocking the weapons out of the Outcasts' hands.

Now that they had been disarmed, the Outcasts fled for their lives, and two of the Nadder-riding Outcasts rushed in to take care of things.

In a bored voice, Hiccup asked, "You _do_ know it's going to keep doing that, right? It is a Najarala, after all…"

The Najarala, meanwhile, busied itself by looping its coils around the Nadders' heads and bonking them together, instantly knocking the dragons out.

Confident that the barbarians had the situation under control, Alvin led the prisoners over to the next cage. Inside was a giant shark-like amphibian with powerful legs, which freely hopped around in an attempt to get away from the Outcasts that were trying to subdue it. Once it realized that it wasn't getting anywhere, the shark monster switched tactics – by ballooning its stomach until it looked like a gigantic, wobbling yak bladder with claws and teeth.

The Outcasts took one look at the shark, which now filled up the cage, and soiled themselves on their way through the exit.

"A Zamtrios!" Hiccup remarked. "I'd recommend moving it to a smaller cage."

As they moved on from the Zamtrios cage, Alvin muttered, "Write that down, Savage."

"I don't know how to write, sir…" Savage replied, sheepishly.

Two other Outcasts on Nadder-back steered their dragons over to another cage, where more Outcasts were yelling and hollering in a frenzy of panic. Mildly curious more than anything else, Alvin dragged his prisoners over to see what all the fuss was about.

A pair of Outcasts, which were quickly joined by their dragon-riding comrades, were gripping their Lances and looking around wildly for something. They were standing inside an empty cage.

"It's escaped again!" cried one Outcast.

Batwings deadpanned, "Actually, it's right behind you. Lucent Nargacuga."

Right on cue, the invisible pseudowyvern made its appearance and shot toxic spines at the four Outcasts, which instantly rendered them unconscious. When it turned its attention to the Deadly Nadders, they shrieked in fear of the hissing Nargacuga and booked it out of the cage.

Chuckling, Hiccup said mockingly, "You Outcasts _really_ don't have a handle on these monsters, do you?"

Alvin laughed along with him and clapped a hand to the boy's shoulder. "Why, that's why _you're_ 'ere! Welcome ta yer new job, 'iccup!"

"Job?" the Haddock boy repeated. "As inviting as that sounds, I'll pass, thanks."

"'iccup, 'iccup, 'iccup!" Alvin continued to laugh. "Why must ya make things so difficult?"

"Trust me, it's not the first time I've heard people ask him that," said Batwings.

That was when Alvin brought Hiccup over to yet another cage, the biggest of the lot and directly opposite the exit. It was dark inside, but the light from the torches outside still made it easy to see what was inside – dangling from the ceiling in a full-body wrap was a Gore Magala. Even though his wings were bound tightly to his body, rendering them useless, black mist floated down and swirled on the ground below him.

"Sightless?!" cried Hiccup, eyes widening. "Sightless!"

Hearing his shout, Sightless suddenly started thrashing in his bonds. He was flailing around in such a panic that it was strange that he didn't make any sound, at least until Hiccup saw that he had been muzzled, and thus couldn't make a sound.

"I'll get you out, you'll see," Hiccup called out, trying to calm his monster's nerves.  
>"Hang in there, bud."<p>

But Alvin was quick to contradict him. "'e's not goin' anywhere. Neither are you. You _will_ 'elp me train these monsters!"

"And… if I don't?" suggested Hiccup.

He spoke those words with unusual bravery, considering the situation. But then again, ever since their first encounter on Monster Island, Alvin the Treacherous had never really scared him.

That was why he wasn't fazed when Alvin leaned in close and told him, "Then they're no good to me. None of 'em! _Especially_ yours."

The unfortunate implications of that were crystal clear.

* * *

><p><strong>Isle of Plague, Midnight<strong>

On the mysterious and (until now) unknown Isle of Plague, a large group of monsters finally landed after a long and tiring flight.

Their riders were equally as exhausted, having been sitting in their saddles for hours on end. It was only thanks to Astrid, who was carrying her boyfriend's notebook with her, that the group had managed to successfully find the hidden island.

Most of them were well aware of the dangers that came with landing on an island full of Gore Magalas. That was why they had brought their weapons in case they came face-to-face with one of the deadly creatures. In fact, one of them was getting _excited_ about it.

"Ooooooh, this is so exciting!" squealed Fishlegs. "We're on the Isle of Plague! Our chance to observe Gore Magalas in their natural habitat! I'm bursting at the seams!"

From behind him, Snaketail dismounted from her Diablos and warned him, "Don't wet yourself. I'm right behind you!"

Before anyone else could speak up, Stoick the Vast turned his Anorupatisu around and regarded the rest of the Monster Riders. They fell into a thick silence under their Chief's stoic gaze (no pun intended).

"Listen up, kids," he ordered. "Gobber and I will check the north side of the island. You head for the south. If we find anything, you'll hear it from Needlenose and Silversol."

Without another word spoken, Needlenose spread his great white wings and soared up into the night sky. Silversol did the same, and within seconds, the two flying wyverns had vanished entirely, taking their riders with them.

Since Hiccup was absent, it fell to none other than Astrid Hofferson to take command of the Monster Riders. She turned Blackhawk around and faced her friends in much the same way Stoick had. As she did this everyone exchanged glances – they were unsure of how to react, since Astrid tended to be harsh but was a good leader nonetheless.

"Alright, gang," the temporary leader of the Monster Riders spoke clearly, "this place is going to be crawling with Gore Magalas. Let's fly low until we get a sense of where Hiccup might be, and how many Magalas there are."

There were nods all around, but not from Arachne. She exchanged an apprehensive glance with Cuddles, and they both shuddered. Neither of them had a very good feeling about this mission.

Seven monsters took flight and began their search.

* * *

><p><strong>Outcast Island Dungeons<strong>

Naturally, Hiccup had refused to train the Outcast's monsters.

Naturally, Batwings and Mocktalk had refused to help.

Naturally, Alvin did something about it.

Back down the corridor he forced them, heading back the way they had come. At first, the Outcast leader simply retraced his steps down the same path they had traversed before, but then he turned a corner and led his prisoners into a side tunnel, one lined with more cages. The strange thing was, most of them were empty. Hiccup supposed that this particular part of the dungeon hadn't yet been filled with monsters.

When he shot a glance at Batwings, though, the Siren's mouth was tight and the fire in his eyes could have melted rock. He recognized this tunnel.

The tunnel wasn't that long, and soon, Alvin had taken them all the way to the end. There in front of them was another cage, and this one was actually occupied. Behind the haphazardly crisscrossing bars, a bronze wyvern slept in the shadows, and a pair of soft green eyes gleamed.

Hiccup's thoughts went back to something Batwings had told him on the Outcast boat, before they had left the Isle of Plague – _They… they forced us to do it… Alvin has them… My wife… and… my daughter._

Who was the only girl in the archipelago that he had ever seen Batwings enamored with? When she peeked out from behind the dozing Seregios, her jade eyes and sleek black hair only confirmed Hiccup's suspicion. It was Heather!

"Oh, what's this?" Savage sneered at her. "I think you three know each other!"

As he opened the cage, Alvin grabbed Batwings by his shirt and roughly threw him inside. Heather crawled forward to see if he was alright, then was forced to duck back behind her Seregios when Mocktalk was thrown in as well. The klutzy bird wyvern fell right on top of his rider, prompting a muffled yelp of pain.

"Don't get too comfortable, ya hear?" grunted Alvin. "We got no use for you anymore. Your hours are numbered – like 'iccup's and the Gore Magala's."

On that note, Savage walked away from the open door and grabbed Hiccup's shoulder, escorting him into the cell. "Can I get you anything?" he asked with mock kindness. "Food… cozy blanket… glass of warm yak milk?"

He shoved Hiccup the rest of the way inside, laughing, "Ha, 'yak milk'!"

Mocktalk got to his feet and stepped off of Batwings' half-crushed body. Not that the male Siren actually got to stand up – Hiccup fell on top of him next.

"Ah… sorry about that, Wings," he muttered, helping his friend up.

Shakily, Batwings got to his feet. "Don't mention it. Outcasts aren't exactly the gentlest bunch in the world…"

There was a movement in the shadows as Heather approached. She seemed to melt out of the darkness as she comfortingly wrapped her arms around Batwings' waist and made a soft, sympathetic purring sound. He visibly relaxed when she did this.

"Nice to see you two again," Hiccup spoke up after a moment. "Even if it is in a dungeon on Outcast Island."

"It's nice seeing you too, Hiccup," Heather smiled at him.

"Yes, you really are a sight for sore eyes," agreed Batwings.

Scarath, the Seregios, suddenly lifted his head sleepily and shook out his scales. He peered at Hiccup with beady, curious eyes, having never seen the Haddock boy up close before.

"Oh yes," said Heather, "you've never met Scarath before, have you, Hiccup?"

"No, I haven't," Hiccup confirmed.

He knelt down to stroke the flying wyvern's head. A satisfied, quiet shriek came out of Scarath's jaws as he did this. It appeared that he enjoyed Hiccup's expert touch immensely.

The words that Batwings had spoken to him on the boat suddenly replayed themselves in Hiccup's head, distracting him from the Seregios in front of him. He could only see two Sirens in the cell, and yet Batwings had spoken of another…

"So…" he started, awkwardly. "So, Heather, uh… Batwings told me that the two of you had… ah…"

"A daughter," she finished for him, another soft smile creasing her face.

She slipped back into the shadows behind where Scarath was laying down, then emerged again with a satchel clutched in her hands. She and Batwings sat on the floor and gestured for Hiccup to join them – and when they opened the satchel, he couldn't believe his eyes.

Sitting inside a bed of straw and long grass was a shining white egg. It was so beautiful and innocent, snugly tucked in its hiding place, Hiccup simply couldn't look away from it.

Reaching out to lightly stroke its shell, the Haddock boy asked, "How can you tell it's a girl?"

"Our newly-fledged parental instincts," Batwings responded. He puffed out his chest with more pride than Snotlout could hope for.

The way that his two dear friends regarded the egg with such adoration warmed Hiccup's heart. He watched them draw closer together and look down on their soon-to-be child with nothing but love in their eyes.

_I can't help but wonder,_ he thought. _Will I ever –_

Suddenly, there was a commotion from somewhere outside the cell – more specifically, from somewhere further down the tunnel. Hiccup hadn't even noticed that Alvin and Savage had left them, but now, they were coming back. And it sounded like they were dragging another couple of prisoners with them.

One was bleating in protest, and the other had a very, _very_ recognizable voice.

"Alvin!" rasped Mildew, outraged. "I gave ya what ya wanted! We had a deal!"

Fungus could be heard baaing his agreement.

Then came Alvin's voice. "Well I didn't like that deal, so I changed it."

Shadows danced on the walls of the corridor some time before the trio of Alvin, Savage, and Mildew actually appeared on the other side of the cell. The leader of the Outcasts had a firm hand on the old man's shoulder as he pushed him along, not stopping for even a second as he approached the empty cage beside the one Hiccup shared with the Sirens.

Hastily, Savage got the door open moments before Alvin would have slammed Mildew into it. Instead, Alvin shoved him the rest of the way in, then took a few extra steps forward. Mildew turned around just in time to find Alvin almost on top of him, a meaty hand reaching forward. In the blink of an eye, Mildew's pet sheep was snatched from under his arm with a high-pitched bleat of protest.

"Hey!" shouted Mildew, his own voice becoming pretty high-pitched as well. "What're you doin' with me Fungus?!"

Alvin turned around halfway, just to give Mildew a cruel smirk. "Preparin' yer final meal! Hope ya like lamb chops!"

He slammed the cell door shut and walked back down the tunnel, leaving a helpless Mildew to stick his arms through the cage bars and futilely reach out for his pet.

"FUNGUS!" he wailed.

Hiccup felt his heart grow cold. Beside him, Batwings and Heather stared at Mildew with stony expressions that were impossible to read.

"Berkians…" Alvin scornfully muttered, disappearing from view with Savage on his heels. "Still as soft as the day I left…"

After grabbing at thin air, Mildew slowly slumped against the bars, arms hanging uselessly at his sides. "No…" he whispered. "No, what have I done…?"

* * *

><p><strong>Isle of Plague<strong>

Astrid hadn't been flying for long – with Arachne, Fishlegs, and Snaketail at her side – when she suddenly spotted something down below. It was pitch-black, and ridiculously hard to make out in the dead of night, but nothing could hide from the blonde's keen eyes. It was like Blackhawk's awesome sense of sight had rubbed off on her after all this time.

"Gore Magala…" she whispered to herself. Then, she raised her voice and called out, "Guys, let's check it out!"

She led the Monster Riders down to the ground, making sure to stay a safe distance away from the Gore Magala. It didn't seem to have noticed them, so surprising it definitely wasn't a smart thing to do. No, she wanted to make sure it had plenty of warning, so it wasn't startled into attacking.

Still… something about it seemed off. It wasn't moving at all, for one, and for another – why did it smell so bad? The wind was blowing in Astrid's direction, blowing the offensive odor right into her nose.

_Oh gross,_ the Hofferson girl thought with a shudder. _It smells like Snotlout the day before Bath Night._

The other riders had caught up to her at this point, and they, too, noticed that something about the stationary Gore Magala didn't feel right.

"Uh, Astrid?" Arachne quavered. "I don't think this is a –"

Her Smothering Smokebreath raised his head and squeaked something, his eyes fixed on something in the sky. That was when a screeching roar rang out into the night, causing Fishlegs to yelp with fear and dive behind Heatray, and Snaketail and Arachne to guide their monsters behind a pair of boulders for shelter.

"NIGHT FURY!"

"GET DOWN!"

The twins' voices were punctuated by the sound of the screech reaching its peak, and then the sound of a colossal explosion that must have been violent enough to rock the entire island. The explosion was so blindingly bright that Blackhawk was startled into throwing Astrid off of her back. She hit the ground on her back, grunting as pain shot through her body.

Then, the light had faded, and the screech was gone. Black debris rained down around the Monster Riders as they came out from hiding.

"No, it's not," remarked Snaketail. She kicked some ashes off of her boot.

Fishlegs bent down and picked up a large square-shaped piece of debris, and observed further, "It might not be, but it's very realistic. Whoever built this thing really knew what he was doing."

Ruff and Tuff chose that moment to land on their elder dragons, grinning maniacally to themselves. Snotlout appeared alongside them.

"Whew!" Ruff said. "Good thing we came along when we did."

"How'd you like our Night Fury impression?" her brother questioned, proudly.

"It was awesome!" Snaketail exclaimed, eyes shining.

A medium-sized rock flew through the air and hit Tuff in the head, courtesy of a furious Astrid. "What were you two butt-elves thinking?!" she yelled. "If that was Sightless, you could have killed him! And if Hiccup had been with him…"

She trailed off and decided she didn't want to think about that.

"Awww, so you _do_ care!" teased Snaketail.

Another rock went flying, and the Grundenson girl collapsed.

Meanwhile, the twins were snickering to themselves. "Yeah?" said Tuff. "And if my chicken had horns, he'd be my yak."

Ruff added, "And if I was weak and girly, I'd be Tuffnut."

While King growled at the insult to his rider, the male twin stuck his index finger into the air and opened his mouth as if to agree, but stopped himself with a hilariously dumb look on his face. The other Monster Riders could practically see the wheels in his head turning while he tried to figure it out.

There was a hissing screech, and the moon was briefly blotted out by the wings of Needlenose. The saw-nosed flying wyvern landed next to the spot where the phony Gore Magala used to be. Silversol followed suit, only he landed too abruptly, and Gobber went flying off of the saddle as a result.

Hopping off of his monster, Stoick approached the teens. "We saw the Teostra fire from the sky. Is everything alright? What did you find?"

"To answer the first question, yes," Astrid told him. "And as for the second… a fake Gore Magala."

"Where is it?" Stoick inquired.

Under her breath, Snaketail muttered, "Take a wild guess…"

"Gone," added Fishlegs, shooting Tail a disapproving look. "Blown to pieces, actually."

Gobber got to his feet and immediately found a good-sized chunk of smoking debris on the ground next to him. "Well well well, what do we have here?" he commented, and gave the piece a sniff. "Well, what do yeh know? This is interestin'."

He picked up the piece of debris and held it up to Snotlout's face. "Smell this."

Lout did, and wished he hadn't.

"Ooh, I wanna smell it!" Tuffnut exclaimed. "Put it near my face!"

"Nasty, ain't it?" Gobber asked, over the sound of Snotlout's gagging. "This Gore Magala decoy was made with dried Tigrex skin, then covered with ash from a charred Loki tree." He smeared some of the ash on his hook to show the riders.

"Never heard of a tree like that," mused Arachne.

The look that crossed Stoick's face didn't bode well at all. Grimly, he told them, "That's because it only grows in one place." He paused, then finished, "Outcast Island."

Silence thicker than the thickest fog settled over the group, and their faces simultaneously changed to expressions of horrified realization. They all knew what Stoick was implying, even the Thorston twins.

"Oh no…" Fishlegs whispered. "H-Hiccup's on Outcast Island!"

Stoick turned away and began to walk farther from the group, a habit of his when he was deeply troubled by something. And, make no mistake, the fact that his son was on the same island as Alvin – under his own will or not – was very unsettling.

And then Snotlout spoke up with more bad news. The Jorgenson boy had dismounted from Snotsnarl's saddle and was rummaging around on the ground, wiping away patches of soot to get a better look at what was underneath.

"Not just Hiccup, Legs," he said, the tone of his voice carrying some grim implications of its own. "Take a look at this."

His muscular arm raised and fist clenched, Lout reached up and deposited something into Fishlegs' hand. When the chubby Ingerman brought it up to his face, he could see that it was a scale of some sort. When the moonlight hit it, the parts of it that weren't smudged with ash gleamed a vivid green color.

"That's a Qurupeco scale!" he exclaimed, holding out the scale for the others to look.

Folding his arms, Snotlout replied, "And do we know anyone that rides a Qurupeco?"

It took a couple of seconds for that question to sink in, and for the answer to surface in each of the Monster Riders' brains.

Arachne summed it up excellently. "Oh gods…"

* * *

><p><strong>Outcast Island Dungeons<strong>

Even though Hiccup hadn't yet agreed to train the Outcast's small army of monsters, there were still some interesting changes being made to some of the many cages scattered throughout the dungeons.

Alvin and Savage were back in the cavern where they held their toughest monsters, looking into the Najarala's cage. The terrible snake wyvern was pecking at the ground, trying to dive under – but it couldn't, because a thick layer of metal had been laid down over the stone floor.

"We reinforced the floor with cast iron!" Savage informed his boss, gleefully.

They swiftly moved on before the Najarala could take its pent-up frustration out on them. Savage led Alvin over to the Zamtrios, which was now squatting in a cell so small that its dorsal fin pushed up against the ceiling. The amphibian's stomach vibrated, as if it was trying to inflate itself, but it otherwise didn't move a muscle.

Proudly, Alvin's second-in-command proclaimed, "And as for this one, we moved it to a cage small enough to stop it from ballooning."

"Hmm, the boy's provin' useful already!" he mused, scratching his beard and nodding thoughtfully. He turned his back on the cage and walked around the cavern with slow, ponderous steps.

"You'd be quite a sight riding into Berk on _his_ Gore Magala!" chuckled Savage.

"I would, wouldn't I?" agreed Alvin. "I'd have to change me name, o' course. What's worse than 'the Treacherous'?"

The two of them stopped in front of another cage, the biggest of the lot, and the one holding the most impressive monster to boot. Or, at least, Hiccup's Gore Magala _would_ have been impressive if it wasn't slumping lifelessly in the harness that kept it dangling from the ceiling.

"Eh?" Alvin grunted. "What's wrong with the Magala?"

The soldiers keeping watch inside the cage turned to him, eyes wide with panic. "He won't eat!" one Outcast explained. "Or, or drink! He hasn't moved in hours!"

That bit of bad news made Alvin grit his teeth in frustration. He hadn't been counting on this – why wouldn't his monsters cooperate? It was understandable, he hated to admit, that they would disobey his battle commands… but now they weren't even eating or drinking to keep themselves alive? What kind of monsters starved themselves to death?

"Keep 'im alive," the leader of the Outcasts growled. "If 'e dies, we lose our leverage with the boy!"

The two warriors saluted and cast worried looks at the unmoving Gore Magala. The grip on their Lances slackened a fraction as a cold wave of dread and concern passed through their bones.

It wasn't concern for the monster, but for themselves. They knew perfectly well that if Alvin didn't get his way, then he'd take it out on anyone. And since they were in charge of guarding the Gore Magala, they'd be the first to take the blame.

* * *

><p>Most of the tunnels that made up Outcast Island's expansive underground dungeons were almost dead silent under the crushing weights of despair and hopelessness. But one particular tunnel was playing host to something that was a terrible din in comparison. It was a continuous grinding noise, like stone rubbing up against stone.<p>

In fact, that's exactly what it was. Inside the cell he shared with the two Sirens, Hiccup was incessantly banging on the floor with a fist-sized rock, hoping to dig a tunnel under the cage door. In the past hour, though, all he had managed to do was scrape out a depression that wouldn't even hold a Gravios egg.

In the cell beside Hiccup's, Mildew was slumped against the door, looking like he was bored out of his mind. His glazed eyes were trained on the Haddock boy, but with his eyelids sliding farther downwards with each minute, who knew for how much longer that would last?

The constant tapping of rock against floor wasn't just having an effect on Mildew. Batwings and Heather were trying to take a nap, but the noise prevented sleep from coming to them, and that made them irritable.

Finally, someone spoke. "Really, this is so hard to watch," muttered Batwings.

"What?" Hiccup asked.

It was Heather who spoke next. "You're not going to rescue Sightless by sitting on your haunches, digging in the dirt. You have to go get him!"

"And how do you propose I do that?" he shot back at her. "Asking Alvin politely? Maybe I could ask him to send us back to Berk with some yak butter tea and biscuits while I'm at it?"

"Hiccup, you're smarter than this," Batwings said, bluntly. "Not even Mocktalk and Scarath can break out of here, and you're trying to _dig_ your way out?"

Sarcastically, Hiccup replied, "It almost worked for that Najarala, right?"

Taking a deep breath to calm himself before he said something he would regret, the male Siren stretched out his wings and continued, "I want to escape as much as you do, but we're stuck in this cell. Alvin wouldn't have put all of us in here if he thought we could force our way out."

He had a point.

The silence descended once more as Hiccup threw his rock aside and sighed miserably. Exchanging a look of concern for their troubled friend, Batwings and Heather slumped against Scarath's side and closed their eyes. Soon, they were asleep at last.

Now Hiccup was alone, without anyone to talk to – besides Mildew, but the old man was a traitor whether he regretted his actions or not. A terrible feeling settled in his chest, the feeling of hopelessness. Without Sightless, his future looked bleak.

"How much more of this can I take?" he lamented, sinking his head into his hands. "When will I crack and submit to Alvin? When will I come up with a good plan?"

It was right then when something happened to make Hiccup question his sanity.

_Soon…_

A voice was speaking inside of his head. It wasn't a stray thought coming from his own mind, and it wasn't something he heard from nearby. It was the voice of _another person_ speaking to him _inside_ of his _head_.

"Um… hello?" he tried to contact it. His own voice came out very quietly.

Mildew heard the whispered greeting, and glanced up to stare through the bars of his cell at him. Now what was the boy doing?

_Soon…_

There it was again. Somehow, Hiccup got the impression that it was a girl 'speaking' to him. The whispered word was said in a high-pitched, rather feminine tone, although it was really hard to tell when it was detected by the brain and not the ears.

_Who are you?_ Hiccup tried again. He supposed that if he couldn't get a reply through spoken words, he could get it through thinking back.

_Soon…_ was the only reply he got. The mystery voice didn't hear him.

This time, the Chief-to-be tried something he had never done before (which was obvious, because he'd never had someone talk to him through his head before, either). Mustering up all the willpower he possibly could, he locked on to the voice and gave a mental push in the direction of the source.

_Soo…_

A pause. The voice had stopped mid-word. Had the person or spirit or goddess or whoever it was – whoever was on the other side of their mental connection – detected his efforts to contact her back?

Hiccup did it again, this time while sending a message. _Who are you?_

Another pause, so long that Hiccup thought his effort had been futile. Then, the voice giggled and replied, _Right back at you._

_Hiccup Horrendous Haddock the Third,_ he sent back. Each message took less time to push across the connection, or so he noticed.

His newfound acquaintance giggled again. It was a really pretty, girlish sound. _I'm a friend of monsters._

Briefly taken aback by this unexpected answer, Hiccup recovered and wasted no time with his answer. _I'm a friend of monsters, too. My best friend – a Gore Magala – is locked up by evil Vikings as a hostage. They have me captive as well. They want me to teach them how to control monsters._

This time, the mystery girl's reply was a totally unexpected flash of emotion. One moment, Hiccup was desperate and curious, and the next, he was seething mad. His fists clenched, his face turned red, and his eyes glared down at the floor as if it had just insulted his mother. And then the moment passed.

_Sorry,_ the girl sent. _I don't like it when people try to control monsters._

_Can you help me get out of here?_ Hiccup asked, more desperately now that the anger was gone.

The giggle came again. _Isn't it obvious, Hiccup? Give Alvin what he wants._

Somehow, Hiccup felt their connection terminate itself. The voice in his head was gone and wouldn't be back.

He frowned, trying to decipher the cryptic answer he had received. _Give Alvin what he… oh! I get it!_

But the voice had given him one more question, one he knew he'd never be able to answer. He had never mentioned his captor's name… so how had she known it was Alvin?

* * *

><p>Another hour had passed, and Hiccup was standing at the door of his cell, ready to try out his newest plan. Of course, it would only work if he could get the attention of one of the Outcasts…<p>

There! At long last, he could hear faint footsteps from elsewhere in the tunnels. It was time to see if giving Alvin what he wanted would be worth it.

"G-Guard!" Hiccup called, putting as much panic in his voice as he could. "Guard, guard! I can't take it! Please!"

The sound of footsteps stopped, then started again, and began to get louder. Soon, a shadow appeared on the wall of the cell, and an Outcast came lumbering around the corner to fix Hiccup in his bewildered gaze.

"I'll tell Alvin whatever he wants to know!" pleaded Hiccup.

"Eh?" the Outcast grunted.

"Please, just let me out of here!" the scrawny boy continued. Secretly, he hoped he looked desperate enough.

Apparently, it was good enough for the simple-minded barbarian. With a shrug, he unhooked a key from his belt and started fiddling with the lock on the cage door.

Behind his back, Hiccup's grip tightened on his prosthetic leg…

The door swung open, and the guard stepped closer to escort Hiccup out. In that moment, the prisoner made his move, striking out as hard as he could with the metal leg. With a cry of pain, the Outcast stumbled several feet backwards and hit the ground on his bottom. But he didn't stay down for long – with a dazed shake of his head and a low grunt, he got back onto his feet and started forward with a menacing scowl, his weapon raised.

Nervously, Hiccup backed away and commented, "That… worked a little better in my mind…"

He backed further into the shadows, shrinking more and more as the Outcast advanced, bulky frame filling up the doorway. The barbarian grinned, raised his arm even further as he readied his weapon to strike, and –

"Oh, _yuck_!" Hiccup exclaimed, waving his prosthetic in front of his nose. He had just gotten an unhealthy whiff of Outcast armpit stench. "Don't you ever _bathe_?"

"Uh, no, not really," the soldier shrugged. "I'm an Outcast. It's kind of a part of the job description."

"SCREEEEREEEEEE!"

The screech of the Seregios pierced through the tunnel, and bronze scales flashed in the torchlight. An impact to the shoulder shoved Hiccup to the ground, and when he looked up, it was already over. Scarath stood triumphantly over the body of the Outcast, one talon planted on his broad chest.

"You're lucky that woke us up," Heather's voice spoke out from the depths of the cell. "Next time, could you please let us in on your escape plans?"

Hiccup jumped with fright. "D'ah – y-yeah, um, th-that seems pretty fair."

The cell door creaked open a little more when Batwings and Mocktalk squeezed their way through the exit. After a good long nap, the two of them looked much better, and didn't seem to be suffering from their injuries as much as they had been. Of course, it might have also been because they were finally walking out of their cell under their own power, which lifted their spirits generously.

"I've got the egg," he informed them, slinging the satchel around his neck. "And we've got what remains of our dignity, so I'd say we're all set. We just need to go rescue Sightless, and then we can finally leave this place."

Nodding, Hiccup began to lead his friends and their monsters down the corridor. However, they didn't get very far when a voice spoke out.

"Wait! Take me with you!" called Mildew, suddenly hopping to his feet and grasping the bars caging him.

Batwings actually laughed. "Are you serious, Mildew?"

"Yes!" the old man insisted. "I know my way around this island!"

With a skeptical look, Heather planted a hand on her hip and replied, "So do I. Or didn't Alvin tell you that?"

Apparently not. Mildew paused uncertainly for a second before regaining his composure. "B-But I can help you!" he insisted.

"Doubtful," sneered Batwings.

"Please!" Mildew cried. "We're all in the same boat here, aren't we? At least let me to make it up to you!"

His words made the three former prisoners stop. None of them liked Mildew, and all of them were appalled at his traitorous actions, but all things considered… Mildew had ended up in the same miserable position that they were in. And anyway, hadn't he already gotten his just desserts? He had betrayed them, and then he had been betrayed in return.

If they left Mildew to rot in his cell, the only justifiable reason for doing so was that they hated him – and that didn't feel right.

Sighing, Hiccup reached underneath Scarath and claimed the key from the unconscious (or possibly dead) Outcast guard. His mouth set in a firm line, he walked over to the cell and unlocked it.

"Don't make us regret this, Mildew…" he warned.

And together, they made their escape!

* * *

><p><strong>Hiccup doesn't know that Gore Magalas and their elders, Shagaru Magalas, are actually solitary and don't live in groups. There's a very good reason for that, of course… but that ignorance clearly led him into trouble.<strong>

**And hey, Hiccup found a new friend! Well… kind of. It's literally all in his head.**

**Finally, I know a couple of my readers were waiting for this since "Legends are Born", but Batwings is a father now. Whoa.**

**Alvin: "Yeh better give me some good reviews, or you'll be trainin' me monsters next!"**
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_**Chapter 23**_

_**Mystery of the Magala Part 4**_

* * *

><p>So far, the escape of the four prisoners hadn't been discovered. Most of the Outcasts were busy trying to maintain order over the feisty monsters, which had started fighting back against their captors for some reason. Perhaps they were simply sick of being trapped in cages barely large enough for them to stand up in.<p>

In any case, there was monster that wasn't putting up a fight at all. In fact, it wasn't even moving. And that worried the two Outcasts that had been charged with keeping it alive. This monster was a Gore Magala, and it belonged to one of Alvin's prisoners. If it died, then the prisoner wouldn't have any reason to stay on Outcast Island, and Alvin would get mad.

No one liked Alvin when he was mad.

The Gore Magala was still dangling from the ceiling of its isolated little cave, held in a full-body harness that prevented any of its limbs from moving. To stop it from biting its way through the harness, it had been muzzled. Its furry cloak dragged the ground, where black mist was gathering underneath it. The Outcasts were nervous to get near the stuff, because they had heard that the mist could cause outbreaks of eel pox if it was inhaled by humans.

Right now, though, getting sick was the last of their worried. They _needed_ to keep the Gore Magala alive.

"Try a cod!" one of the Outcasts suggested.

His partner reached into the bucket at his feet and pulled out a large fish. He reached out and brushed it across the Gore Magala's snout, smearing slime over the beast's carapace. Did its snout twitch ever so slightly, like it was inhaling the fish's scent? The Outcasts couldn't be sure – and it didn't matter anyway, since the Gore Magala still refused to move so much as a muscle.

"Is it breathin'?" Outcast One asked.

Confused, Outcast Two replied, "The fish?"

"No, you simpleton!" shouted Outcast One, giving his comrade a sharp slap to the back of the head. "I'm talkin' about the Gore Magala! Oh, never mind… we gotta get it to eat, or Alvin'll have our heads!"

Outcast Two adjusted his helmet so he could more easily scratch his head. "Uh, it can't eat. It has a muzzle on."

A single beat passed, and then Outcast One's face lit up like a Gobul's lantern.

"That's it, the muzzle!" he exclaimed. "Here, help me take it off. If it dies, then we die too."

Together, the two soldiers approached the Gore Magala and tugged on the rope that was holding its mouth shut. It slipped off with ease and fell to the ground, setting the Gore Magala's jaws free – but still, it didn't even twitch.

"Oh no…" moaned Outcast Two. "Ya think we're too late?"

"We can't be!" Outcast One protested. "Come on, give me a hand. We need to take off the harness too, just to be sure."

Trembling with nervousness, their hands continuously fumbled with the harness' straps as they worked on letting the possibly-dead monster out of its bonds. At last, though, they undid the final strap, and the Gore Magala tumbled limply to the floor.

When it didn't immediately move, the Outcasts began to back away as the horrible truth dawned on them.

"Alvin's gonna kill us!" Outcast Two cried.

And all of a sudden, a pair of cape-like wings opened, two points of purple light appeared, and a terrible scream echoed through the dungeons.

* * *

><p>It didn't take Sightless long to find the cell where Hiccup was being held. It was in a hallway that was very skinny to such a large monster, but Sightless managed to squeeze his way through, following the scent of his rider.<p>

When he got there, though, he paused. An Outcast was lying on the floor, possibly dead, and the cell with Hiccup's scent on it was wide open. Wide open – and empty!

Sightless stuck his head inside and sniffed around for a little. He could detect Batwings and Mocktalk's scents, as well as that of another monster, on top of Hiccup's. But none of them were anywhere to be found.

They must have already escaped. This in mind, Sightless bounded back down the tunnel.

Behind him, the Outcast woke up dazedly and stared after the retreating monster. He squinted suspiciously… he could have _sworn_ that was a Gore Magala fleeing down the tunnel just now.

* * *

><p><strong>Outcast Island Wilds<strong>

It was refreshing to be back outside, under the moon and stars, after being crammed into a stuffy cage for several hours. A group of six – Hiccup, Mildew, Batwings, Heather, and the monsters Mocktalk and Scarath – snuck out the door and ran ahead to crouch among a pile of boulders sitting just outside. They'd be safe there, but only for a few minutes. They had to get moving.

"Okay, Mildew," whispered Hiccup, "now's your chance to start making it up to us. What's the quickest way to Sightless' cell?"

The old man stroked his bristly chin, thinking deeply as he scanned the terrain. There were jagged rocks and rugged badlands no matter where he looked, and Alvin's main fortress in the far distance. He knew that, beneath the building's foundations, the monsters were being held there, but what was the fastest way to get there? After much consideration, Mildew finally deduced that it was…

"Across that lava field," he said, pointing. Then, he hesitated. "But… it's crawlin' with wild monsters!"

Everyone peeked out from behind their boulders to gaze down at the lava field in question. It was relatively flat in comparison to the rest of Outcast Island, and indeed, there were many monsters sleeping and nesting around the ledges there.

But Hiccup wasn't scared of wild monsters. Whereas even the Siren couple seemed apprehensive about straying too close to the lava field, perhaps because they feared for the safety of their egg, the Haddock boy had nothing to fear. He had tamed a Gore Magala, killed a Fatalis, and made peace with all kinds of ferocious creatures. A few monsters weren't going to deter him, especially not when his best friend was depending on him.

"Alright then, let's go!" he said, starting forward.

Mildew, though, reached out with his staff and pulled Hiccup back. "Didn't you hear me say that it's crawlin' with wild monsters?!"

"Yes," Batwings snorted. "What do you think we are, deaf?"

"Come on, Mildew," Hiccup prompted.

"Uh, let's not," he protested, shrinking back.

The Haddock boy didn't hear him, and was already starting to climb down the rocks, slowly heading for the lava field below them. When the old man still didn't budge, it was Heather who turned to face him with a hard look in her eye. "Mildew," she stated, "we know what we're doing. Just stay behind us."

She spread her wings and flap-hopped from rock to rock, following Hiccup. Batwings followed her in turn, taking extra care with every jump. The last thing he wanted to do was damage the egg in his saddleback.

"Great," Mildew muttered under his breath. "A ninety-pound boy and a couple of stupid Sirens are me human shields."

All of a sudden, there was a Seregios blocking his way. Scarath gazed at him unblinkingly, a twinkle of amusement in his eyes as the shriveled prune of a human cowered under his stare. He shivered his bronze scales, which rattled loudly against each other and frightened Mildew even more.

Batwings was there in a heartbeat, his face grim. "Watch it with the insults. Scarath will run you through at the slightest gesture from either of us. Remember – you're the expendable one in this little escape party."

Then he was gone. Scarath winked at Mildew, then crawled over the rocks after his rider and her husband.

Mildew scoffed. "Gah, perfect…"

* * *

><p>A black shape moved over the rocky terrain like a dark river. It flowed over the rocks and then leapt into a deep canyon, where it would be harder to follow.<p>

Sightless raised his head, flicking out his horns as he did so. It was nice to be outside – much nicer than in the Outcasts' cramped dungeon. But where could Hiccup be? Even with his sense of smell, and his heat vision, there was no sign of the boy. And he needed to be saved! He was in trouble, but how could Sightless help if he didn't know where to find him?

"There's the Gore Magala!"

The sudden shout grabbed Sightless' attention, and he twisted his head around to look behind him. He could hear and smell at least five Outcasts coming up from behind. Then more yelling could be heard, and Sightless swung his muzzle around again to find another five Outcasts charging toward him. He was trapped between two groups of weapon-wielding barbarians.

But not for long!

Raising his wings, Sightless belted out an awesome scream as he leapt into battle. One Outcast came at him with what looked like a Longsword, but he didn't get a chance to swing it as Sightless lashed out with his wingarm and batted him aside. At the same time, two more Outcasts ran up from behind and tried to stab him with their Lances, but Sightless' tail whipped out from nowhere and threw them into the canyon wall.

His cape-like wings swished this way and that as Sightless fought off the Outcasts. Black fog flowed freely from the glowing undersides of his wings and gathered around his feet, deterring the barbarians from coming too close. They had their orders to bring the Gore Magala back to jail, but eel pox was something none of them wanted. Most of the close-range fighters turned and ran.

However, there were still other Outcasts to deal with. One was armed with some bolas, and he chucked one at Sightless' armored head. If it wrapped around his jaws, then Sightless wouldn't be able to use his teeth or his virus blasts. But luckily, he heard the bola whistling through the air and reflexively raised his arm to block it.

The bola, a set of heavy rocks tied together with long ropes, struck Sightless' injured arm, and he screamed with pain. He raised his other arm and brought it down on the startled Outcast, crushing him into the rocky ground and sending him into unconsciousness. Even as the Gore Magala got off of his victim, four more soldiers closed in with their weapons raised. Some of them had bolas in their hands, which they twirled above their heads as they prepared to toss them.

Black fire gathered in Sightless' mouth, and he let loose with a tremendous virus blast. It hit the four remaining Outcasts and exploded, sending dark mist everywhere. The canyon was quickly plunged into darkness, and the Outcasts were enveloped in the disease-causing fog. Those of which that were still conscious hightailed it out of there, yelling in fear.

The Outcast that had struck Sightless injured arm, though, had started to get up. He saw the weapon of one of his fallen comrades, a Great Sword, and grabbed it. Heaving the gigantic blade over his head, he let out a battle cry as he rushed toward the screen of black fog.

Two points of purple light appeared as the tips of Sightless' horns shone through the mist. The Gore Magala exploded out of the blackness and grabbed the Outcast in his paws, slamming him into the ground. For the second time in less than a minute, the warrior was out cold.

Sightless calmed down as the cloud of virus started to evaporate away. He retracted his horns and extended his injured wingarm, sniffing at the bola still wrapped around it. The pain was no longer there, but the splint – he suspected that it was damaged a little. Oh, this was one of those times when having eyes would help!

He had to find Hiccup. Yes, Hiccup would know what to do, once he was safe and sound.

Leaving the bodies of the Outcasts scattered around the canyon floor, Sightless continued on his quest to set his human friend free.

* * *

><p><strong>Sky over the Open Ocean<strong>

The dark surface of the choppy water, lit only by the light of the moon, showed the reflections of nine flying monsters as they traveled in a V-formation through the night sky. With such little light, they appeared almost invisible against the black, star-speckled background.

Stoick the Vast was at the point of the V-formation, riding on the back of his Anorupatisu Needlenose. Immediately behind him were Gobber and Astrid, while the rest of the Monster Riders fanned out behind them.

The Hofferson girl in particular was determined. What had originally started out as an expedition to the Isle of Plague had rapidly turned into a rescue mission, one that involved them flying straight toward their worst enemies to pluck the Chief's son – and more importantly, her _boyfriend_ – out of Alvin's grasp.

Astrid cared about Hiccup far more than she let on to the others, and in this case, she wouldn't rest until he was safely back on Berk.

"So what's the plan, Chief?" she spoke up.

"Alvin will be expecting us to come in from the sky," Stoick called back, over the wind rushing past them. "We'll have to find another way onto Outcast Island."

They flew for a few more minutes, never breaking formation. Then suddenly, Gobber leaned over in Silversol's saddle to squint down at something far below. "Stoick!" he cried. "Is that…?"

All at once, the Monster Riders peered over the side of their winged mounts and immediately saw what Gobber had spotted. It was a lone ship sailing in the same direction they were headed, undoubtedly on its way to Outcast Island. But the riders easily recognized the ship, and it certainly didn't belong to the Outcasts.

"I think it is!" replied Stoick. "Down, Needlenose! I have an idea."

They began to descend, and Gobber and Astrid followed him. The other teens exchanged dubious glances, unsure of what Stoick had in mind. But if he had a plan, it was wise to follow it, and so they obediently followed him toward the ship.

Besides, their Chief was a good Chief, and they trusted him.

"Looks like we found our other way," Snaketail commented, as they steered their monsters down to meet the foreign trader that had, by now, seen them descending, and was only too eager to greet them.

* * *

><p><strong>Outcast Island Wilds<strong>

The group of four, plus two monsters, walked quietly and carefully through the lava field. All around them were wild monsters – most of which were asleep, but some glared at them as they passed by. No matter whether those glares were out of wariness or just general hostility, it was clear that Hiccup and his friends were not welcome into their midst.

_Don't make any threatening moves,_ the scrawny boy said to himself, cautiously casting glances at each monster he passed. Batwings, Heather, and Mildew stuck close to him, clearly much more frightened of the monsters than he was. The first two had an egg to protect, and the latter simply wanted to make it out with his own miserable life.

For the most part, the wild monsters let them pass as long as they kept their distance. Three times, Hiccup thought that one of them was going to attack. The first time was with a territorial Gurunzeburu guarding its nest, and the second and third times both involved a Nibelsnarf disguised as a boulder that they accidentally came too close to.

The monsters were definitely territorial, and without a doubt, hungry. But none of them were willing to fight a Qurupeco and a Seregios in order to get to the trespassers. That is, until the group was almost out of the lava field.

They had almost made it to the other side of the field when there was a deafening roar that froze the gang in their tracks. Without any further warning, a massive blue monster stomped out from behind a boulder and confronted them, raising its slime-covered arms threateningly. All of them, even Mildew, recognized the beast as a Brachydios – a foul-tempered brute wyvern that killed its foes with the explosive slime on its huge fists. The Brachydios scratched at the ground and huffed steam out its nostrils, ready to attack at a moment's notice.

Mocktalk and Scarath spread their wings and shrieked at the Brachydios, telling it to back away from their riders or else. But Hiccup had a different plan. He turned around and held out his palms to the protective wyverns, motioning for them to back away.

Placing their faith in Hiccup, Batwings and Heather mimicked his motions in order to help soothe their monsters. But the second Mocktalk and Scarath retreated, and the Brachydios took a thunderous step forward, Mildew jumped forward and pointed his staff at it like a weapon.

Startled, the Brachydios raised its arm, prepared to pound the old man into paste.

"No, Mildew!" Hiccup shouted, desperately getting between Mildew and the Brachydios, and swiftly shoving Mildew away. "The last thing you want to do is threaten him. He was getting ready to end your life right there."

The seconds ticked by, and slowly, the Brachydios stood down with a wary growl. It didn't see any pointy things being pointed at it, so to speak, but still… you could never be too cautious with humans.

"See, you just scared him!" explained Hiccup.

"_I_ scared _him_?!" Mildew protested. "And just _who_ is 'him'?!"

Ignoring him, Hiccup began to move closer to the Brachydios, which was now on the defensive. "Come on, you can trust us. That's it… we're not here to hurt you. That's it, big fella…"

Incredibly, the Brachydios appeared to be calming down. It was still cautious, but Hiccup's soothing gestures and friendly words were doing the trick. The brute wyvern was no longer postured for attack.

"Very impressive," Heather commented, smiling.

Batwings smirked, nodding in agreement. "Hiccup always knows what he's doing when it comes to monsters."

That was when the Haddock boy made his final move. Ducking his head so as to look less threatening, he reached out with a hand, stopping a mere inch from the Brachydios' muzzle. It examined his hand for a couple of seconds, then closed its eyes and nosed its snout across the gap that separated them.

For Hiccup, they were alone in that single moment. It was just him and the Brachydios, sharing a bond.

The brute wyvern, its curiosity of its new friend satisfied, left Hiccup's side to investigate the others. It bumped its cylindrical horn against each of the Sirens, who edged away out of fear for the safety of their unborn – if the Brachydios wasn't careful, its innocent nudges could crush their egg. It sniffed around Scarath next, who understood its curious intentions and didn't do anything to shove it away. When it went to investigate Mocktalk, the Qurupeco puffed out his throat sac and imitated the Brachydios' roar. From the expression on its face, the group could tell that the Brachydios was actually amused.

Mildew, on the other hand? As soon as the Brachydios got near him, he stiffened and held his staff protectively in front of him, the Tigrex teeth adorning it making a rattling sound. The Brachydios circled him and bent its head down until it was level with his, which only freaked him out more.

"He's only getting to know you," Hiccup explained to him. "Monsters can sense fear, so try to be more relaxed."

"This is as relaxed as I get," he muttered out of the side of his mouth. Stiff as a board, and eyes squeezed shut, he looked like the exact opposite of 'relaxed'.

The Brachydios promptly licked him.

"Aww," cooed Heather. "He wants to be friends!"

"Got plenty of friends!" Mildew shot back, stubbornly.

Hiccup approached the Brachydios and lightly patted the side of its jaw. "We're going to need a way besides Scarath and Mocktalk to get past the guards at the monster pit."

Indignant, the old man replied, "What, those monstrous beasts aren't enough?!"

Mocktalk and Scarath growled.

Mildew just about wet himself, and ducked behind Hiccup. "Let's n-not be hasty!" he stammered. "I-I meant that as a compliment…!"

* * *

><p><strong>Outcast Island Coastline<strong>

"TRADER JOHANN!"

No less than seven voices called out the beloved trader's name joyously, as soon as they saw the ship dropping anchor in their only harbor. The Outcasts excitedly raced down to the dock, one of them pushing his comrade into the water in his eagerness to get to Johann's ship first.

"Ah, Outcast Island," chuckled Johann, lowering his gangplank. "My favorite out of all the islands I travel to." He then raised his voice and shouted his catchphrase – "Whatever it is you're looking for, I assure you that you can find it here!"

The seven Outcasts (one of them sopping wet) let out a rousing cheer and charged up the gangplank, already looking around at the various merchandise that Johann had on display. He always made sure to have certain items scattered around his ship depending on what island he was visiting – in this case, he had covered the deck in weapons. Outcasts were Outcasts, after all.

As the barbarians spread out around the ship, comparing weapons and playfully sparring with them, Johann chuckled again at their excitement. "That's right, look around!" he encouraged them. "I have weapons of every imaginable description! And that's not to mention a special little surprise for my friend Alvin…"

Johann walked over to the trapdoor leading below deck and prepared to open it. The Outcasts all gathered around, eager to see what the surprise was.

The trapdoor opened, and the Monster Riders pounced!

"Supriiiiiiise!" Snaketail sang, using her Charge Blade's shield to push an Outcast overboard. She then morphed it into its axe form and swung it, chopping another Outcast's sword in half. That one jumped overboard with a panicked yell, afraid that he'd be next!

The Thorston twins had one Outcast backed up against the side of the boat, snickering to themselves as they jabbed playfully at him with their Lances. They were so close, they could see the sweat pouring down his face as he fearfully eyed the spear-like weapons in their hands. At any second, they'd impale him. Or would they?

Smirking, Tuffnut raised his Lance and bonked the Outcast over the head with it. Ruffnut followed suit, and the unconscious soldier flopped over the edge of the boat.

"Wow, _way_ better than just stabbing him!" Tuff cheered, sharing a head-bash with his twin.

Astrid was busy sparring with yet another Outcast. Her Dual Blades and his Dual Blades clanged repeatedly off of one another whenever they met. But it was no contest – it was Nargacuga scales versus regular old steel, and Astrid took _very_ good care of her weapons. In no time, the Hofferson girl had him backed up against the ship's mast, and she lunged at him without mercy. The Outcast brought his Dual Blades up to protect himself, and Astrid's blades knocked them out of his hands.

Without weapons, the Outcast was defenseless. Astrid's knee came up to hit him between the legs, and when he doubled over in pain, she delivered a roundhouse kick to the side of his head. His helmet went flying into the water, and he fell to the deck in a daze. Satisfied, she sheathed her Midnight Blackwings, brushed her hands together, and stepped on the Outcast's face on her way over to the other teens.

All Snotlout had to do was duck under his enemy's first attempted strike and swing his Hammer. The Steel Uragaan jaw glowed slightly as it was swung, and there was a tremendous *clang* as well as a burst of flames. Fishlegs finished the Outcast off by using his weight to shove him over the edge.

"That felt really good!" the Ingerman boy enthused, panting. "Um, is that a bad thing?"

Meanwhile, as the Outcasts were kicked off the boat one-by-one, Trader Johann and Arachne Philston stood on the sidelines and watched the action. "You know, Johann," Arachne casually remarked, "you probably won't be allowed near Outcast Island after this incident."

"Oh, Miss Arachne," the trader guffawed. "Why, as long as Alvin doesn't know I played a part in this, he'll always welcome me. And even if he doesn't, I've had enough Outcast stench to last me a lifetime!"

Gobber snagged the final Outcast with his hook, and dangled him in front of Stoick with a mischievous grin on his face. The Chief of Berk approached slowly and menacingly with an enormous fist raised, cowing the Outcast into frightened silence. When Stoick stopped just inches from him, all he did was gulp.

"Now," Stoick said, firmly, "where's my boy and his monster?"

* * *

><p><strong>Outcast Island Wilds<strong>

Patiently, the Brachydios waited as Hiccup dragged a reluctant Mildew forward by the arm. It cocked its head to the side, appearing downright friendly despite the sharp-looking ridges and spines covering its muzzle.

Hiccup stopped moving when he wasn't even a foot away from the Brachydios, and softened his grip on Mildew's arm. "Remember," he lectured, "training a monster begins and ends with trust. Both of yours. When you reach out with your hand, that means you're willing to trust it. When it lets you touch its nose, it's letting you know that it trusts you in return."

Hesitantly, Mildew took a step forward, making sure to keep a good grip on his staff as if it was a security blanket. The Haddock boy quietly got out of his way and let go of his arm, allowing the old man to approach the Brachydios on his own.

He reached out with a trembling hand, and the brute wyvern inspected it for a second before deciding to accept his trust. In one motion, it made contact with Mildew's hand.

Opening his eyes upon feeling its smooth shell, Mildew immediately saw his bony fingers sitting on top of the Brachydios' nose. Fascinated, he trailed his hand downward until he was patting it on the jaw, just as he had seen Hiccup do.

"Huh, well ain't that nice…?" he murmured. It almost looked like he was _enjoying_ himself a little.

"Well, let's climb on," Hiccup announced, walking around to the Brachydios' flank.

Mildew drew his hand back as if it had been bitten off. "Wha?"

Gently, the Chief-to-be stroked the brute wyvern's leg, and it obligingly knelt down so he could hop onto its back. Effortlessly, he showed off a well-honed skill of mounting a monster as he used his arms to vault onto the Brachydios' back. Once he had gotten comfortable in a spot directly above where the monster's arms joined its body, he reached down with a hand to help Mildew up.

It took him a couple of tries, but when all was said and done, Mildew was finally sitting behind Hiccup on top of the Brachydios, the look on his face reading 'What am I doing up here?' The entire image was more than a little unbelievable.

"Mildew on a monster," said Batwings, already sitting in Mocktalk's saddle. "This is going to take some getting used to."

"Somebody pinch me," Heather drawled.

Said man was also getting used to his new predicament, one he never thought he'd be in. "Yes… that's a nice boy…" he murmured to the Brachydios, as if he was worried the brute wyvern would buck him off if he didn't speak soothingly to it.

That also explained his reaction to the Brachydios standing up to its full height. It lurched into the air, prompting an unprepared Mildew to uncontrollably lean back and windmill his arms in an attempt to recover his balance. Luckily, he didn't fall off entirely.

"Hey, it's okay, it's okay!" Hiccup reassured him. "This monster has never had people on him before, so he's only getting used to us. Here… most monsters have dry hides, so any kind of moisture will calm them."

He spat into his hand and rubbed a spot on their new steed's back. The Brachydios made a rumbling sound of pleasure when it felt the moisture being applied to its shell. Mildew saw that and, to make sure there wouldn't be any more episodes like the last one, frantically spat several times into his own hands.

"So we're ready to go?" asked Batwings. "Remember to keep your safety harnesses fastened, and your arms and legs inside the vehicle at all times."

From Scarath's back, Heather leaned over and whispered, "You know there are no safety harnesses, right?"

"Yes," he replied. "I just always wanted to say that."

Grinning with exasperation, she leaned a bit further to give him a peck on the cheek. "I hope our daughter inherits your sense of humor."

Hiccup overheard their conversation and rolled his eyes. He then turned his attention to the Brachydios and said fondly, "Okay, Brach, let's see how you can move. Let's go get Sightless and leave this pesthole for good."

'Brach' started forward, taking long, elegant strides across the lava field. Mildew yelped at the sudden movement and lunged forward to wrap his arms around the boy in front of him, clinging to him like a lifeline.

His reaction? Nothing short of extremely awkward. "Uh, you, uh… um, o-okay," he stammered, laughing nervously. "There's, uh, a lot of monster here, Mildew. Wh-Why not try grabbing on to some of that?"

"Huh?" Mildew replied, opening one eye. "Oh, uh, I-I'm quite fine!"

* * *

><p><strong>Hours Later<strong>

From the safety of the ground, Hiccup and Mildew continued to trek across Outcast Island on the back of their new ally. Twice now, they had needed to hide from Outcast patrols. Hiccup guessed that, by now, they had found out about the escape and were searching for him and the others.

Suddenly, from out of the lavender-colored sky – it looked like the sun was about to come up soon – soared a Seregios and a Qurupeco. It was, of course, Batwings and Heather, who had previously gone off on their own to scout ahead.

"Alvin's fortress is up ahead," reported Batwings, as Mocktalk landed beside Brach.

"That's probably where they have Sightless…" Hiccup said, mostly to himself. "Wings, did you see any safe way to get below ground? To the dungeons?"

"Yes," Heather answered him. "There's a small door on the other side of the fortress, away from the main entrance. We think that's a direct way to the dungeon."

"Then what're we waiting for?" asked Mildew. "Let's hurry up so I can get off this thing!"

As it turned out, Heather was spot-on with her theory. When their monsters smashed through the doorway and headed down the sloping tunnel on the other side, they found themselves in the middle of the dungeon. Specifically, they found themselves in the same area where Alvin was keeping Sightless!

"I'd kiss you in gratitude if I didn't already have a girlfriend," Hiccup told the female Siren.

"Don't worry about it, that's why I have Batwings," she smirked in reply. Then, after a pause, she whipped around and stared at him. "Wait, you and Astrid are a thing now?!"

"No!" Hiccup exclaimed, on instinct. "I mean… uh, yes? Well, she was kinda –"

Suddenly, Batwings' voice came from farther ahead, cutting the Haddock boy off. "Can we save the gossip for later? You guys really should take a look at this."

Hiccup steered Brach over to where Batwings and Mocktalk were standing, right in front of Sightless' cage. But when he looked inside, Hiccup gasped and slid off of Brach's back, running forward to grab at the bars.

The cell was empty.

"Sightless is gone!" Hiccup said, horrified.

"Gah, Alvin must have moved him!" muttered Mildew, who had followed the boy off of their ride.

All of a sudden, the chatter was cut short by the sound of a cage creaking open. Everyone whirled so that their backs were to the cell – and then they saw the Lucent Nargacuga slinking toward them, its belly scraping the ground as it stalked forward. More cages opened, and the pseudowyvern was suddenly joined by a frustrated Najarala and a seriously angry Zamtrios. The three monsters stalked forward hungrily, too hungry to think of anything but hunting down a meal. Mocktalk, Brach, and Scarath stood behind Hiccup and the others protectively.

And why were the monsters suddenly escaping? The gang didn't have to look any further than up near the cave ceiling. There stood Alvin the Treacherous, an evil grin on his face as he removed his hand from the lever – a lever that presumably allowed him to open the cages safely.

"Speak of the devil," Heather muttered, crouching closer to Scarath's back. The Seregios rattled his scales in reply, prepared to shoot at a moment's provocation.

Alvin ignored Mildew and the Sirens – he only had his eyes on the most valuable of the motley crew. "Let's see what you can do with _real_ wild monsters, 'iccup!" he challenged. "I see ya tamed tha' big blue thing behind ya, so try yer luck with these ones! I see yer life depends on it!"

The terrible trio continued to advance, their muscles all tensed and ready to pounce. The Lucent Nargacuga twitched its tail, extending long dart-like spines even as it flickered in and out of sight. The Zamtrios opened its jaws wide and let out a growling hiss, while the Najarala clacked its beak and sent a vibration through its plates, making them clatter loudly.

"Being optimistic isn't really my strong suit," muttered Mildew, "but I can see that the numbers are even. Hiccup, why don't ya do that thing where you touch their noses and gain their trust?"

Somewhat snappishly, Batwings responded, "Would _you_ trust something that's clearly out for your blood?" After a moment's pause, he answered his own question. "Didn't think so."

"Mildew," Hiccup spoke up, taking a single pace backward, "whatever happens in the next minute, do _exactly_ as I tell you."

"Why?" the old man asked.

Almost as if in answer, the Lucent Nargacuga snapped its tail forward and threw several of its darts. Mildew ducked, and they just barely grazed his helmet on the way down.

Slowly getting back up, he amended, "… Alright, I'm all ears."

Quickly, Hiccup jumped on top of Brach, and he hastily tugged Mildew aboard as well. Just in time, too – the Najarala hissed, then shot forward with its paralysis-inducing fangs gleaming in the dim light. Scarath and Mocktalk jumped aside and spread their wings in case they needed to take flight. The Najarala wasn't going for them, however, and opened its beak to bite Brach. At a nudge from Hiccup, Brach charged forward and swung his fist, giving the Najarala an uppercut to the chin. The snake wyvern went flying backwards onto its back, neon-green slime sliding down its neck and chest.

The Zamtrios attacked next, shooting a torrent of freezing-cold water out from its jaws. Knowing that Brachydioses hated baths, Hiccup urged Brach out of the way. Luckily, Brach's agility allowed him to safely leap out of the way of the high-pressure beam, which ended up demolishing a cell door.

They might have dodged the Zamtrios, but Hiccup and Mildew now found themselves too close to the Lucent Nargacuga for comfort. However, before it could attack, a deafening explosion echoed through the cavern, scaring the cat-like pseudowyvern away for the time being. The volatile slime that Brach had applied to the Najarala had suddenly detonated just then, hurting the green snake wyvern's vulnerable neck and belly scales. With a furious rattle, the Najarala dove underground and had vanished within seconds.

"Well, at least that one's gone!" Mildew said, half-relieved and half-terrified.

"Uh, no, not really, actually," replied Hiccup.

Right on cue, a trail of upturned earth began to zigzag across the cavern, moving slowly but surely toward Brach and his passengers.

The Haddock boy elaborated, "Lucent Nargacugas shoot deadly toxic spikes, Zamtrioses blast you with freezing water…"

They could literally feel the ground shaking as the trail of dirt and rock moved closer.

"… And Najaralas hunt from underground!" Hiccup finished, at precisely the same time the ground decided to open up.

Brach charged forward at a kick from Hiccup's heels, making a mad dash for the cavern's exit. Behind him, the Najarala shot out of the floor, and immediately burrowed back under once it realized it had missed its mark. The Lucent Nargacuga reacted to the sudden movement and pounced, only to become surrounded by Scarath and Mocktalk. The two wyverns slashed at the Nargacuga with their talons, driving it back, and then turned tail and flew after the fleeing Brachydios.

Not shaken for long, the Lucent Nargacuga began to pursue, using its sharp claws to scale the cavern wall. The Zamtrios rampaged forward in a manner that could best be described as savage, with its jaws open wide enough to tear away parts of the floor as it charged. Together, the two monsters started to catch up to Hiccup and the gang.

Then, Brach put on a burst of speed, at exactly the same time the Najarala rocketed out of the ground below. Its beak closed on nothing – and, unable to stop themselves in time, the Zamtrios and Lucent Nargacuga plowed into it. The result was a three-monster pileup, with their heads and tails and legs all tangled together.

Brach, Mocktalk, and Scarath disappeared into the darkness that shrouded the exit tunnel. They left the Outcasts behind them, as well as the roars and shrieks of the angry monsters. Those horrible noises reverberated down the tunnel and made the four riders shiver.

Panting as fear forced his heart rate up, Mildew admitted, "You know your monsters, Hiccup… I'll give you that…!"

For the second time that day, they escaped.

* * *

><p><strong>Outcast Island Wilds, Sunrise<strong>

When Hiccup and the others emerged from the tunnel and came out into the open, they had to shield their eyes from the unexpected light. To their surprise, the sun was already up, casting a cheerful glow over everything in sight. Now that they were able to see, the four escapees made their way across the uneven, barren land of Outcast Island without any hesitation.

They hadn't been traveling for very long – only a minute or so, in fact – when they saw something flying toward them. It was a wyvern of some kind, with a long nose and huge white wings. Whereas Batwings and Heather couldn't quite identify it, Hiccup and Mildew recognized it instantly as Needlenose, the monster companion of Stoick the Vast!

And even better than that? When they looked harder, they saw that Silversol and Gobber were coming too, and behind the blacksmith was the entire company of Monster Riders!

"Oh good," sighed Batwings. "We're saved."

Needlenose landed first. The Anorupatisu's feet had only just touched the ground when Stoick jumped down and shouted, "Hiccup! Oh, thank Odin you're alright, son!"

Equally as overjoyed to see his father again, the Haddock boy hopped down from his position atop Brach and ran to give the Chief a heartfelt hug. It lasted only a second or two, but the brief moment of contact almost brought tears to their eyes.

"Yeah, I am," he replied, withdrawing. "But Sightless is still being held captive."

There were a series of muffled thumps as the other monsters landed around the area. Hiccup turned around to the sound of running feet and barely had time to widen his eyes when Astrid tackled him. She threw her arms around him and squeezed him so closely that he could feel her heart frantically beating against his chest and her headband digging into the side of his neck.

"I-I…" he stammered. "I'm, ah, glad to see you too…"

"Shut up," Astrid told him. "You're ruining the moment. Oh Thor, I'm so glad you're alright…"

Then, perhaps because she thought it was a bit awkward hugging him in front of everyone, she pulled away from him and swiftly punched him in the shoulder.

"Let me guess, that was for getting kidnapped by Alvin," Hiccup said dryly.

"You know me so well," his girlfriend replied, flashing him a grin.

"Well enough to know what's coming next," he agreed, grinning back.

She didn't bother saying anything in response, just grabbed him by the shirt and brought him into a kiss. He thought he heard Snaketail whistle, but if he was being honest with himself, he was _way_ too preoccupied with how surprisingly delicate Astrid's lips felt as they moved slightly over his.

"Aren't you two just adorable?" Heather's smug voice cut in.

Looking very much like she hated it, Astrid pulled away from Hiccup and shot a glare in her direction. "Who asked you?" she growled. "And what're you doing here, anyway? Did Alvin hire you to do more of his dirty work?"

When the black-haired girl audibly hissed in anger, Tuffnut and Ruffnut approached and gently dragged Astrid away before things could get ugly. They soon came back to Hiccup's side, looking up at Brach in fascination. Brach stared back at them, equally fascinated.

"Hey Hiccup," the female Thorston asked. "Isn't that one of those monsters that can blow things up by punching them?"

"Uh, yes, yes he is," he confirmed, a bit taken aback by the question.

Ruff grinned. "Oh, that is so awesome! Can we bring him back to Berk with us?!"

Oddly, Tuff wasn't as excited as she was. He walked right up to Hiccup and, with a suspicious look on his face, pointed out, "And… this might just be me, but I think Mildew is on the back of your monster."

"We know," Batwings spoke up.

A stunned silence settled over the Monster Riders.

Mildew. Was riding. A monster.

"Uh, weird much?" said Ruffnut.

The prune of a man opened his mouth to reply, but nothing came out but a strangled scream when Gobber roughly dragged him off of Brach's back with his bare hook. The burly blacksmith shouted, "Listen up, yeh ornery…!"

"Gobber Gobber Gobber Gobber, stop!" Hiccup frantically babbled. When Gobber paused and gave his apprentice a questioning glance, the boy went on, "He helped us escape from Alvin. We… we owe Mildew our lives."

Another stunned silence fell over the group, even thicker than before.

"Speak for yourself," Batwings and Heather said in unison, rolling their eyes.

"Um, getting weirder!" Ruffnut exclaimed.

"I'll explain everything later," Hiccup went on. "Right now, I have to get to Sightless."

A comforting hand rested on his shoulder – Astrid's. "It's too risky, Hiccup," the blonde told him. "Alvin's not going to take any chances if he captures you a second time. You'd better bring Sightless to _you_."

While at first the Haddock boy was confused by her words, he soon figured out what she meant. He extended his hand, and she dropped a Gore Magala-shaped trumpet into it. With a grateful smile, he took the trumpet and held it to his mouth – and blew.

"CHAAAAAAAAHH!"

The last echoes of the scream faded away into the distance, and silence once again descended. Everyone looked around, their ears open for any sort of reply. Would Sightless hear the call?

* * *

><p>Sightless had been wandering around Outcast Island all night, and still hadn't found any sign of Hiccup. Luckily, after that last confrontation, he hadn't encountered any more Outcasts either.<p>

He raised his head, surveying the area with his unique vision – and, finding nothing, allowed his tail and head to droop hopelessly. Was Hiccup still on the island? What if Alvin had taken him elsewhere? What if he was _dead_?

Then, the scream of a Gore Magala came from out of the distance. It was very faint, but Sightless instantly knew what it was – it had to be Hiccup!

Unless it was another Outcast trap…

No, that was nonsense. It _had _to be his rider.

Sightless bounded out of the canyon and began to gallop toward the source of the noise, screaming at the top of his lungs. Hiccup would hear him, and then they would be together again.

* * *

><p>An answering scream came in response to Hiccup's call. There was no doubt about it – Sightless had heard.<p>

"Monsters, everyone!" cried Snaketail, already hopping aboard Twinhorn.

As one, the Berk Monster Riders mounted their respective monsters and took flight. Hiccup and Mildew led the way, riding Brach deeper into the rugged badlands of Outcast Island. The Brachydios' graceful strides paved the way for the rest of the riders, who followed the brute wyvern from the air.

It wasn't Hiccup who first saw the telltale patch of black squirming through a narrow gorge, but Astrid, whose keen eyes could see almost anything from above. When she saw movement below, she instantaneously recognized the familiar form of Sightless.

"There he is!" she announced.

The Monster Riders descended, while Hiccup steered Brach into the canyon. The blue brute wyvern landed at the bottom of the crevice with a mighty crash, momentarily startling the Gore Magala nearby. But if Sightless was thinking of attacking, those thoughts were tossed out the window when he 'saw' the Haddock boy rush to greet him

"Sightl-AAAGH!" shouted Hiccup, as Sightless pounced on him. He started to laugh as the black monster's tongue flicked across his face over and over again. "Are you alright, bud?"

Sightless stopped licking his human friend and grinned, telling him that everything was just fine.

"Oh, I'm so sorry," Hiccup murmured. "It's my fault we're here in the first place. If I hadn't believed the fake map and led us right into that trap… Wh-What is it, bud?"

Indeed, the time for blaming himself was not now. Sightless had raised his head and erected his horns, growling hostilely as if he detected an enemy nearby. At the same time, the monsters of the Monster Riders that were perched on the edge of the cliff above began to act the same way as Sightless, shaking their heads and growling amongst themselves – they knew that something wasn't right.

And indeed, something wasn't.

On top of one of the cliffs in the near distance, a hulking figure appeared, a figure that the Berk Monster Riders knew all too well – Alvin the Treacherous. He carried a hideous-looking weapon that was kind of like a Switch Axe and kind of like a Great Sword, but at the same time it didn't really look like either of the sort.

"'EY THERE! STUPID BOY!" the Outcast leader bellowed, loud enough for everyone to hear. Of course, it was Hiccup he addressed. "Yeh weren't thinkin' of leavin' before we'd finished our business, were ya? That's what I'd expect outta Stoick's little runt."

His words sparked something in Hiccup. It was anger. It wasn't something he normally felt, but the things that Alvin had done were unforgivable. The Haddock boy wasn't going to leave and let his archenemy run free to commit more unspeakable crimes. He was going to end this.

Hiccup was officially fed up with Alvin. He mounted Sightless.

"Here we go…" muttered Gobber.

"Don't you dare –" Astrid warned, but was cut off.

With a mighty *whoosh*, the Gore Magala spread his wings open and launched himself into the air, flying straight for Alvin.

"Hiccup, no!" shouted Stoick. "We've got what we came for!"

But Alvin's voice came at the same time. "Do it, boy!" he taunted, raising his weapon. "I'm right 'ere! Come an' get me!"

Maybe some inner part of Hiccup realized that it was a trap, but his anger clouded his judgement. All he could think about was making Alvin pay, and he never attempted to alter his course as he and Sightless charged the Outcast leader head-on.

That was why the multiple bolas, thrown by the soldiers that had hidden in the crevices between the rocks below, struck their targets so easily. Sightless' wings and limbs were once again bound to his body, and he plummeted. Hiccup couldn't move, bound to the saddle with bola ropes. Monster and rider tumbled to the ground, stuck together and completely helpless to prevent the Outcasts from closing in on them. They were doomed.

"Saw that coming," Batwings scoffed.

"He's down!" wailed Arachne.

"Saddle up, Monster Riders!" Astrid ordered, throwing her arm out to the side to emphasize her point.

But no-one moved a muscle. "We'd love to," Tuff drawled sarcastically. "But, as you can see…"

Then Astrid turned around, and what she saw made her eyes widen – or rather, what she _didn't_ see. All of their monsters, including Brach, were gone.

Had they actually abandoned them? No, that was impossible!

Apparently, Mildew didn't think so. He shook his head, commenting, "Trust in monsters. This is what it gets ya."

A screech from overhead made the old man pause and think about that statement. Simultaneously, everyone looked up.

"Wait!" cried Snaketail. "Look!"

The Grundenson girl's finger rose up and jabbed at the sky, where several shapes could be seen flying. Blackhawk, Snotsnarl, Venomwing, and the rest were charging into battle, diving down toward the spot where Hiccup and Sightless had fallen.

The monsters hadn't abandoned them. They had gone to rescue Hiccup!

Meanwhile, the Outcasts had already begun to surround their prisoner, grinning with anticipation and triumph. But that was when another screech ripped through the air, and to Hiccup's shock, the monsters descended upon them!

Fire rained down from the sky as Blackhawk and Heatray attacked first, spitting fireballs that rocked the ground as they made impact and deadly lava blasts that melted the earth into slag. Fearful of getting hit and dying instantly, the Outcasts bunched around Hiccup and Sightless for protection – because the monsters wouldn't attack their friends, right?

Snotsnarl whooshed past, making the Outcasts whip around in fear as they tried to track the speedy Tigrex. While the soldiers were confused, he unleashed a powerful roar that scattered them, away from the helpless Monster Rider. They covered their ears in vain, and Hiccup wished he could do the same as the noise blasted through his eardrums.

Then, before the Outcasts could regroup, King and Queen swooped low over the ground and spread their fiery powder with every flap of their wings, passing by one another as they flew circles around the Outcasts in opposite directions. When the Outcasts had been fully enclosed by red dust, the Teostra and Lunastra snapped their fangs, setting it alight. The ground rocked again from the force of the explosion.

"Yeah, we taught 'em that!" cheered Tuff, punching the air with his fist. Then he asked his sister, "We didn't teach them that, did we?"

Ruff shook her head wordlessly.

"No, didn't think so," Tuff replied.

Heatray had another go at the Outcasts, coming dangerously close to the ground as she ejected another burst of hot lava from her mouth. At one point, it looked like she would crash – but her clumsily-flapping wings kept her aloft. Mocktalk attacked as well, raining balls of gooey mucus down on the Outcasts. There was so much heat in the air from Heatray's lava that the ultra-flammable mucus ignited while it was still airborne, turning into fireballs as deadly as Blackhawk's.

"Mocktalk, Mocktalk, oi oi oi!" the Qurupeco trilled proudly.

Back where the teens were, Snotlout was not amused to hear his line stolen again. "Tell that bird of yours to shut his beak already!" he yelled at Batwings.

"Oh yes, I'll get right on that," the male Siren snapped, sarcasm dripping from his voice. "Do you want me to pause the battle and call a tea break as well?"

Then came Brach and Twinhorn, rushing into battle on land. Twinhorn swung her heavy head this way and that, throwing unlucky Outcasts into the air. The so-called warriors ran in droves away from Brach's powerful fists, which he repeatedly slammed into the ground as he charged forward. More explosions occurred, courtesy of the volatile puddles of slime that Brach left behind on the ground. Venomwing did her best to complicate things for the Outcasts, spitting sticky venom in their path as they ran from the deadlier monsters.

As Alvin watched his warriors fall before the might of the monsters, his anger grew until he couldn't hold it in anymore. "DO I 'AVE TO DO EVERYTHING MYSELF?!" he raged, and rushed into battle.

Instantly, Needlenose and Silversol were coming for him. They alternately shot ice and fire at the huge man, trying to keep him at bay. But their efforts weren't enough – Alvin dodged most of the blasts and swatted the rest away with his oversized weapons. His eyes weren't even on the wyverns that flew about assaulting him. He was totally focused on capturing Hiccup and Sightless, and claiming them as his own once more.

Scarath couldn't allow that, though, and plunged down from the sky. His glittering scales flashed blindingly in the sunlight as his talons plucked Alvin right off of the ground! He flew higher, and higher, and higher… and then he reached a point where he couldn't make progress with such heavy baggage. So he made a logical decision, and let Alvin go.

The Outcast leader dropped like a rock.

While all this was going on, Blackhawk and Snotsnarl descended upon Hiccup and Sightless. The Haddock boy watched with utmost fascination as they sank their claws into Sightless' sides and flapped their wings as hard as they could, slowly but surely lifting the helpless Gore Magala – and his rider – into the air. With effort, the Yian Garuga and Tigrex worked together to carry them back to the Monster Riders.

Without hesitation, Snaketail unsheathed her Charge Blade's sword component and sliced through the ropes binding Hiccup. He sprang to his feet and quickly untied the rest of the ropes holding Sightless. He hadn't even finished before the Gore Magala stood up, snapping through the leftover ropes in the process.

"What… what in Odin's name happened?" Hiccup asked.

"The monsters saved you on their own!" replied Arachne, her voice full of wonder.

"Looks like they took the training we gave them to a whole new level!" exclaimed Fishlegs, simply beside himself with excitement.

A familiar shout rang out from the distance. More shouts answered, and then battle cries that seemed to get closer with every second.

"We can catch up later!" Astrid said. "Right now, we need to get out of here! The Outcasts are coming for us!"

"And miss our chance to get Alvin back for what he did to us?!" Heather demanded.

"On yer own time!" Gobber shouted.

The first Outcast had just appeared when the Berk Monster Riders took off. Their monsters lifted off again, this time with their human companions sitting safely on their backs, and away from the barren island wasteland. Hearts soaring as they climbed higher into the yonder, the teens (plus Stoick and Gobber) urged their monsters to go faster, not wanting to spend another second anywhere near Outcast Island. The twins, having two of the most powerful monsters out of the whole group, made sure to pick up Brach before they left, intending to bring him back to Berk. King and Queen grabbed hold of the Brachydios' head and tail and strongly lifted him into the air.

Suddenly, as they were steadily flying away, Arachne remembered something extremely important.

"Wait a moment!" the ten-year-old shrieked. "Guys, we forgot Mildew!"

Hiccup felt a hot flash of panic course through his body when he heard her words. He turned around and, indeed, saw the small figure of Mildew frantically waving his arms above his head. Another hot flash occurred – there was no way he could leave the old man alone on such a hostile island!

Snotlout disagreed. "Oh, big loss!"

"We can't just _leave_ him!" Arachne yelled, aghast. "I'm going back!"

"What?! No!" protested Hiccup.

But it was too late. The little Philston girl was already turning Venomwing around and heading back to shore with all speed.

"Odin above…!" he muttered, and flew after her.

The closer they got to the mainland, though, the more Hiccup could see that they were too late. Outcasts were already surrounding Mildew, and one of the soldiers was walking up to bind his hands behind his back. But Arachne and Venomwing never stopped.

Until they heard Mildew's raspy voice calling out to them. He pleaded, "Go on, girl! Ya hafta leave without me!"

Arachne brought her Remobra into a hover. The look on her face was one of uncertainty and fear.

"He's right, Arachne," said Hiccup, hovering beside her. "We can't help him now!"

"But we have to save him!" she wailed. Tears were sliding down her face, glinting in the morning sunlight.

Crossbow bolts whistled through the air, some of them passing worryingly close to the indecisive riders.

"It's him or us, Arachne!" the Chief-to-be yelled, already starting to turn Sightless around. "Please, just come on!"

"Save yourselves!" Mildew shouted, feebly struggling against the Outcast that held onto him.

Finally, Arachne gave in. Sniffling, she steered her snake wyvern around and began to head in the direction of Berk. Up ahead, the other Monster Riders were patiently waiting – other than Ruff and Tuff, who were far in the distance, still carrying Brach between them.

Hiccup sped up to fall into place beside his friends. Stoick gave him a nod, an understanding look in his eye. He nodded back to his dad, offering a small smile as if to assure the Chief that he'd be fine.

Then a loud screech shattered the peace. "VENOMWING!"

Far behind them, Arachne and Venomwing were nosediving toward the choppy ocean. There was a crossbow bolt embedded in Venomwing's skull.

"Snotsnarl, GO!" bellowed Snotlout.

For once, Snotsnarl obeyed, folding his wings and plummeting toward the young girl and her monster companion. Although the Tigrex wasn't entirely built for flying, desperation fueled his wing muscles as he forced himself to fall faster than he ever had. It helped that being the companion to a Monster Rider meant regularly exercising his wingarms, making him stronger than most of his species.

In the end, though, it was sheer will that let Snotsnarl save Arachne. He swooped below Venomwing a mere second before she hit the water, and Lout grabbed Arachne as they passed by.

The now-dead snake wyvern vanished beneath the waves.

Nobody spoke a word for the entire flight home. Once again, the gang was flying away from Outcast Island with a casualty. Except this time, there would be no rescue later.

Now that she was monster-less, a traumatized Arachne was carried home by a very quiet Jorgenson boy.

* * *

><p>Back on the island, Mildew was brought before the waiting Outcast leader. His mouth set in a stoic line, he awaited the words that he expected weren't long in coming.<p>

They weren't. "Well, well!" Alvin chuckled, making a gesture with his hands. "No need ta look so serious, Mildew. I ain't gonna hurt ya."

Mildew felt the Outcast relinquish his grip on his hands. He rolled his shoulders to get rid of the pain of having them twisted behind his back, and gingerly rubbed the sorest spots.

"Not bad, eh?" he smiled.

"Heh, not bad at all," Alvin agreed. "Now tell me, Mildew. What didja learn from the Monster Conqueror about trainin' monsters?"

Nodding, the old man replied gleefully, "I learned quite a lot, Alvin. You're going to be pleased."

A bleating sound drew Mildew's attention. From behind a rock scuttled his pet sheep, looking perfectly fine and happy to be reunited with his keeper again. Alvin hadn't really cooked the poor animal – it had all been part of a ruse to tempt more information out of that stubborn Monster Conqueror.

"Ah, there you are, Fungus," Mildew cooed. He bent down to lightly pat the sheep's head. "You played your part well, didn't you?"

In a rare moment of generosity, Alvin patted Fungus as well and delivered a hearty slap to Mildew's back. "Yeh _both_ did. Tomorrow is a new day for the Outcasts."

They started the long walk back to the stronghold. There was much work to be done.

* * *

><p><strong>Hiccup's House, Twilight<strong>

The sun outside was setting when Hiccup and Sightless entered their home.

The flight from Outcast Island had taken most of the day, and the next few hours had been a blur. They had said goodbye to Batwings and Heather, who were undoubtedly already on their way back home to Siren Island, and spent the rest of the day at the Berk Monster Academy.

Now, at last, Hiccup could afford to rest.

He sighed, looking at the papers in his hands. They were the special notes he had found inside Bork's archives – the drawings and scribblings that were all about Gore Magalas and their secret island. But now, Hiccup knew the truth. Everything written on those papers was a cheap lie, fabricated by Mildew in his and Alvin's plot to capture their own monster trainer.

"I'm sorry this map wasn't the real thing, bud," Hiccup sighed again, regarding Sightless as he walked over to his rider's side.

"This was all my fault," the scrawny boy mumbled. "I believed the fake map and got us captured by Alvin. Then we dragged the other riders into this, and Arachne lost her monster as a result…"

Sightless nudged Hiccup's torso and gently nuzzled his arm, trying to be comforting. It worked, and got a small smile out of Hiccup.

"But hey, there's nothing that bad about being one of a kind, right?" he added, more cheerfully. "I mean, look at me! Nothing bad about me, either. Except, well, the metal leg… and I really should start being more confident around Astrid…"

As if saying her name had summoned her, the Hofferson girl threw the door open and ran inside.

"Hiccup, there you are!" she exclaimed. "You need to get a move on!"

He stared at his girlfriend in confusion.

"Bork Week?" she prompted. "The parade? Oh, come on!"

Astrid grabbed his hand and dragged him outside with a grin on her face, succeeding in getting a laugh out of him as he hastily followed her.

Many mysteries had arisen in the past few days. Was Mildew alright? Was it true that Sightless was actually an elder dragon? What was with that voice that had spoken to him in his head? And would Alvin be back with monsters of his own?

But those were questions for another day…

* * *

><p><em>A family isn't just something you're born into. It's also the friends who stood with you, and the ones who fought by your side.<em>

_ You know that you'll be there for them, and they'll be there for you… for the battles that are yet to come._

* * *

><p><strong>Outcast Island<strong>

A storm was building above Outcast Island, but in the training ring, no one noticed. Alvin had reached his hand out to make contact with a Najarala's beak, and after a moment, the snake wyvern accepted him. Meaty fingers met smooth keratin.

As Alvin began to laugh – a great, cackling guffaw of triumph – a pair of eyes stared down at him from behind a screen of black thunderclouds. The elder dragon that watched from above wasn't scared of Alvin. He was a bumbling idiot, even now with Mildew and the monsters allied with him. Outcasts riding monsters would be no threat at all.

But Hiccup and the Monster Riders… they were very interesting.

Amatsumagatsuchi's crocodile-like jaws opened in a savage grin, and her fins quivered with anticipation.

_Soon…_

* * *

><p><strong>When Mildew had Fungus taken away from him at the start of the episode, the whole scene was so heartwrenching that I almost shed a tear. I've never felt so sorry for someone I hated so much.<strong>

… **And then it turned out to be an act, and I wanted to kick Mildew's butt to the moon.**

**By the way, I think the twins would definitely adore a Brachydios. It can make things blow up by punching them. Who wouldn't love that? (Also, Brachydioses hate water and most likely cannot swim.)**

**And that's Season One finally finished! It certainly ended with a longer chapter, didn't it? Give me some reviews!**

**Next chapter: Live and Let Fly**
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_**Chapter 24**_

_**Live and Let Fly Part 1**_

* * *

><p><em>Fathers and leaders have one thing in common – they mean well, but sometimes they can become horribly misguided by what they think is right.<em>

_And when a man is both a father and a leader? Good luck changing his mind._

* * *

><p><strong>Somewhere Unfriendly<strong>

The torches flickered, their light barely enough to let Fishlegs see clearly. The cavern was dark and wet, and the air stale. The ropes that bound his flabby arms to his sides were strong, and tied tightly.

But he wouldn't give in!

"Tell us more about the dragons, boy," an ominous voice called out, coming from somewhere Fishlegs couldn't see. "Tell us how ya train 'em!"

Legs knew all too well who was talking to him, and he also knew what that person was capable of when he didn't get what he wanted. But the pudgy Ingerman boy, enthusiast of monsters and rider of a fearsome Gravios, would never sell out his friends! _Never!_

"I won't talk," he declared, daring his unseen interrogator to do his worst. "You can't make me! Wild Aptonoths couldn't drag information out of me!"

The owner of the voice snickered. "Oh, we'll see about that…"

And then the torches went out, leaving Fishlegs in a pitch-black cavern.

If there was one thing he was scared of, it was the dark.

"…Hello…?" he quavered. "Is, is anybody there? You can't leave me in here…!"

There was no reply aside from his increasingly-rapid breathing. The silence pressed down on him from all sides. He started to hyperventilate, his heart rate climbing, the panic starting to flood through every inch of his body…

The suspense made him crack. "OKAY! You got me! I'll talk!" Fishlegs wailed. "Hiccup is the leader of the Berk Monster Riders, he's next in line to be Chief of Berk and he rides a Gore Magala named Sightless! Then there's Astrid, rides a Yian Garuga, sharp spines, crafty, really mean… but in a nice way!"

"Somebody let me go down there and punch him!" a different voice shouted.

Fishlegs continued to run his mouth. "Snotlout trains a Tigrex, but no one's really sure who's doing the training, him or the Tigrex… Then there are the twins, who each ride elder dragons! Snaketail has a Diablos with a horrible temper. And the youngest Monster Rider is Arachne! She's got a Remobra! Well, she used to…"

A hideous scream cut Fishlegs off. It wasn't a human sound – no, the scream came from a monster. An instant later, the torches were lit again, and Fishlegs suddenly found himself confronted with seven _very_ disappointed Monster Riders.

"Was my Alvin impression good?" grinned Snotlout.

He was quieted by a slap from Sightless' tail. The Gore Magala had used his virus-saturated flame to reignite the torches.

It had only been two days since Bork Week ended. And oh, it had ended with one heck of a bang – Hiccup and Sightless had been kidnapped by Alvin the Treacherous and the traitorous Berkian Mildew. Inside his cell on Outcast Island, Hiccup had been reunited with Batwings and Heather, and worked together with them to escape and rescue Sightless. But in the process, Mildew, who had turned back to Hiccup's side, had been left on Outcast Island alone, and Arachne's Remobra had been killed.

Thankfully, the festivities that followed had let Hiccup temporarily forget the losses they had sustained.

Now, they were training for when Alvin and the Outcasts would next attack. That day was definitely coming, but no-one knew when. For now, they were working on one of Fishlegs' greatest weaknesses – being interrogated. And he had failed the most recent test spectacularly.

"_What_?!" Fishlegs protested in response to the glares of his friends. "You _know_ I hate the dark!"

"Great," Tuffnut grumbled. "'Fishlegs', ha. More like Guppy-legs."

There was a girlish giggle, and Snaketail gave the Thorston boy a creepy smile as she slipped her arms around his waist and leaned her head on his shoulder. "You're _fuuuuunny_, Tuffnut~."

Snaketail had been acting _extremely_ strangely around Tuff ever since the gang had gotten back from their last adventure. All of a sudden, she was positively obsessing over him, and nobody had the slightest idea why. He hadn't saved her life, he hadn't offered her a romantic flight on his Teostra – so why was the Grundenson girl suddenly going all Snotlout for him?

But for now, this was the problem of least concern.

_Something has to be done about Fishlegs, and fast,_ Hiccup told himself.

The leader of the Berk Monster Riders spoke up in an exasperated tone. "Legs, seriously?" he asked. "Alvin is going to do a lot more than just turn out the lights to get you to talk. He had me _locked_ in a _dungeon_, ready to be _executed_! Sightless was chained up and muzzled!" He sighed, and then finished, "You need to stick with what we discussed – your name, where you live, and nothing else."

Fishlegs grumbled, but complied. "Okay! I'll try harder next time…"

"I still think I should punch him," Astrid growled, placing a hand on her hip.

"You're not mean, Astrid," Hiccup assured her. "I think he was talking about Blackhawk when he said that."

"She's not mean either!" she said, punching him in the shoulder.

"Don't worry, Astrid," Snotlout flirted, "I _like_ mean girls." He draped an arm over her shoulder and followed her out of the cavern, much to her disgust.

_And something is going to be have to be done about my cousin, too,_ Hiccup thought, his face souring. Now that he and Astrid were officially a couple, on her insistence, he had to find a way to stop Lout's advances on her.

Easier said than done.

The Monster Riders left the cave, taking their torches with them. Unfortunately, as the last of them filed out, they ended up leaving one of their number behind.

"Hey girl… could you untie me, please?" Fishlegs whimpered to his Gravios.

Heatray gave him an encouraging lick to the face before allowing her rock-covered bulk to hit the ground. Soon, the sound of her snores was rumbling through the cavern.

"Heatray, please?!" Legs pleaded, to no avail.

* * *

><p><strong>Docks<strong>

Hiccup was in for the shock of his life when he went to visit his dad, Stoick the Vast, down at the docks.

"Grounded?!" he almost shouted. "_All_ the flying monsters? Are you serious?!"

"Deadly serious, son," Stoick replied, without batting an eye. "From now on, all flying monsters – _and_ dragons – are banned from flying. Period."

This was the most absurd thing that Hiccup had ever heard. He had definitely expected _none_ of this when he had woken up that morning.

Stoick began to walk off, heading for another part of the docks where many Vikings were hard at work doing repairs and renovations. But like a hungry Giggi, Hiccup was incredibly hard to get rid of when he wanted to be, and stubbornly followed.

"Wh-What about patrolling, or-or training?!" he protested.

Irked that his son was continuing to bother him, Stoick turned around and asked, "What part of 'ban on flying' did you not understand, Hiccup?"

"That's ridiculous!" the junior Haddock snapped.

Sometimes, Hiccup's father and his Viking stubbornness issues really got under his skin. Most Vikings were hard-headed, but Stoick took 'hard-headed' to a new level. Of course, he was also the Chief, so he wasn't exactly used to people arguing with him. Well, too bad! This was one of those rare times when Hiccup found himself seriously annoyed, and he could be _just_ as hard-headed as Stoick when he wanted to be.

"Are you calling your father 'ridiculous'?" the Chief warned, folding his massive arms crossly. His expression dared Hiccup to hit him with the sarcastic remark that he knew was coming.

"No, I'd never call my own dad that," Hiccup assured him, taking a step back. _Then_ he pulled out the sarcastic remark – "I was talking to my _Chief_."

Grunting derisively, but with a faint hint of amusement, Stoick began to walk off again. He shouted, "Put your backs into it, boys!" to a group of Vikings that were busy repairing one of the ships, and continued surveying the work being done on the docks.

He wasn't surprised when Hiccup kept after him. Privately, he thought of how his son reminded him of himself, and wasn't sure whether to regret or be proud of that.

"Dad, Alvin has his own monsters now!" Hiccup continued, wildly waving his arms about as if that would get the point across. "Nargacugas, Najaralas, Zamtrioses! I saw them with my own eyes!"

"Yes," Stoick agreed, "after you and your friends from Siren Island were kidnapped and locked in an Outcast prison."

Ignoring the point he was trying to make, Hiccup went on, "Alvin's read the Book of Monsters, he's seen Astrid train a Gurunzeburu – the one we brought back to our village, incidentally – _and_ he still has Mildew. Who, by the way, I highly doubt will hold up under questioning."

"I know that," said Stoick, pushing past the boy. He was heading toward the village, and had taken only a single step off of the docks when Hiccup appeared in front of him again.

"For once in your life, will you please just listen to me?!" he shouted. "When Alvin comes to attack Berk with his own monsters, we're going to need to be ready to fight back with _ours_."

With a sigh, the Chief continued on his way, hoping that ignoring his son would be enough to shake him off. He had already decided that the conversation was over, and yet Hiccup still hadn't got the hint! He knew his boy was far too smart to have missed the hint, and that annoyed him. Hiccup was being stubborn again.

As for Hiccup himself, he had had enough of his father's 'I'm-the-Chief-and-everything-I-say-is-law' attitude. For one last time, he planted himself firmly in the beefy Viking's path and tried again, this time with a new tactic in mind.

_If he can't see reason, he'll have to see logic,_ he thought, gritting his teeth.

"Dad," he explained, "we can't keep every single monster on the ground twenty-four hours a day. And we _won't_! How're they going to exercise or hunt for food or fly away from danger? And when they start getting frustrated, they're gonna take it out on the village! Remember Twinhorn's little incident?"

Finally, Stoick let out a weary sigh, realizing that Hiccup wouldn't leave him alone unless he got a good explanation. So, he replied, "I understand that, Hiccup. You make a good point, but I'm not willing to risk the lives of you _or_ your fellow Monster Riders. We've fought monsters without monsters before, and we'll do it again if necessary. That's my final word."

This time, when Stoick walked away, Hiccup didn't stop him. Instead, he let out a weary sigh of his own and started to wonder…

_What am I going to tell the other riders__?_

* * *

><p><strong>Berk Monster Academy<strong>

After much thinking, Hiccup decided that he'd just come clean and tell the Monster Riders the truth. They'd hear about the ban eventually, anyway. With that in mind, he went ahead and broke the bad news to them.

None of them took it well.

"And you agreed?!" demanded Astrid. "Just like that?!"

Helplessly, Hiccup shrugged. "What other choice did I have? He's the Chief, and he's also my incredibly overprotective father."

The rest of the Monster Riders exchanged glances and muttered amongst themselves, all of them reluctant to accept that. Because the new ban on flying affected them no matter _what_ animal they rode, they had their dragons gathered at the academy as well as their monsters. Stormfly, Horrorcow, Hookfang, Barf and Belch, and Rilebolt were all snoozing peacefully, while the monsters were fully awake and looking grumpy. Their moods had soured the second they heard the words 'ban on flying'.

An aggravated Snotlout threw his Hammer at a target on the other side of the arena. "When has that ever stopped you, Hiccup?" he quipped. "Cousin, I am _very_ disappointed in you."

"I'm sorry," his cousin replied lamely. "If Dad says so, then we have no choice but to go along with it. Otherwise, we'll be in serious trouble."

"That's…!" Astrid began, then seemed to think twice about what she was going to say. Instead, she burst out, "You _have_ to get him to change his mind!"

"Stoick the Vast?" asked Fishlegs. "Yeah, good luck with that."

"So what am I supposed to do if Snotsnarl and Hookfang can't fly?" blurted Snotlout. "Do you know what happens if their inner warriors are caged up?"

The last word was barely out of his mouth when Snotsnarl stomped his foot on the ground in irritation, agreeing with the arrogant Jorgenson. As luck had it, he stepped on Hookfang's wing, instantly waking the Monstrous Nightmare up. Hookfang burst into flames and swiped at the offending Tigrex with his burning tail, and missed. Always the fortunate one, Snotlout got an extremely painful slap to the butt that sent him flying into Astrid's boot.

"… _That_ is what happens!" he choked out.

Snickering, Tuffnut remarked, "Whoa, we should've caged their 'inner warriors' up a long time ago. That was awesome."

"_You're_ awesome~," Snaketail cooed, gently grabbing his shoulders and massaging them.

Thankfully for the Thorston boy, Ruff grabbed Tail by the hair and none-too-gently tugged her away from the object of her affections.

"I know, I know," Hiccup said with an assuaging wave of his hands, "this is going to be hard for all of us. Especially the monsters and the dragons. But I'll keep working on my dad, and hopefully he'll change his mind."

"And if he doesn't?" replied Astrid, cutting right to the chase as usual.

Unfortunately, Hiccup didn't have a comeback for that one.

* * *

><p>There weren't any lessons or training exercises at the end of their discussion. Why bother? They weren't allowed to fly.<p>

Hiccup fully expected that he'd have to walk home alone after cleaning up the academy. But he got a nice surprise – Astrid stayed behind and helped him, instead of leaving with the rest of the teens. Maybe she felt bad for her earlier cutting words, or maybe she didn't want to walk home by herself. That had never been a problem before, seeing as the Monster Riders always _flew_ home, but… well…

In any case, Astrid accompanied Hiccup on the journey back to the village. Sightless, Blackhawk, and Stormfly went with them, but for the most part it was the two of them spending some time together. It was the first time in a while where the couple had some alone time.

"I've forgotten what a long walk it is from the Academy to the village," Astrid hinted, none too subtly. "Sure would be nice to be flying right about now…"

Rolling his eyes, Hiccup drawled, "Yes, Astrid, thank you for that observation, because I clearly do not have enough on my plate right now."

There was no reply, and so Hiccup allowed silence to settle over them. He turned his gaze to the horizon – the sun was almost gone, and what little remained of it had painted the sky a magnificent, fiery orange. It was truly a lovely sight.

_Too bad Sightless and I can't properly enjoy it,_ Hiccup thought, feeling guilty. Sightless didn't deserve something like this.

Right on cue, the Gore Magala let out a short scream and commenced galloping around Hiccup and Astrid. As he pranced, he flapped his cloak and swished his tail excitedly, while occasionally gesturing at the sun with his head. To Hiccup, what he wanted was obvious.

"What's with him?" inquired Astrid, quirking an eyebrow.

With his umpteenth sigh of the day, Hiccup said dejectedly, "It's, ah, sunset. We always take a lap around the island when it gets dark. He loves it."

Astrid noticed how upset he was, and frowned. Out of all the people on Berk that were affected by the ban, Hiccup seemed to be the most badly affected. She didn't think that there was anyone who enjoyed flying more than the Chief-to-be, and the fact that Sightless _couldn't_ fly without him made it worse. She felt a pang of sympathy for her boyfriend, and – in a rare gesture of kindness – wrapped her arm around his shoulders.

"Surely Stoick understands that you can't keep every flying animal on the ground twenty-four hours a day, right?" she asked, continuing to hold him close as they sat down on the grass.

Ever so slightly, Hiccup leaned into her and responded, "I told him that. Did he listen? Nope, once again, not a word got through."

For some time, the two of them just sat there, looking up at the sky, their arms around each other. At one point, the wind blew Astrid's braid into Hiccup's face, and although it tickled his nose, it wasn't so bad. She actually smelled really nice.

Suddenly, Astrid spoke up again. "That reminds me. Arachne's been asking me about giving her combat lessons, and she doesn't have a weapon of her own yet. You mind if she uses your Hunter's Dagger?"

Hiccup did his best to look her in the eye without letting go of her waist. "What do you mean, she's asking about combat lessons?"

"She said she wants to grow up to be like me," his girlfriend replied, a smile playing across her pretty face. "She wants to be a – how did she put it? – oh yeah, a 'badass shieldmaiden with an awesome monster and cute boyfriend, just like you'."

That made Hiccup snort with amusement. He already knew that Arachne really admired Astrid, and hearing about how she was willing to take up arms to be more like the Hofferson girl was kind of endearing. Suddenly, Hiccup imagined Arachne with her hair in a braid, wielding a pair of Dual Blades and wearing a spiked skirt and pair of shoulder pads… a miniature Astrid. He didn't know if that would be more adorable than funny, or the other way around.

"She wants a cute boyfriend?" he asked, grinning. "Did you tell her that Fishlegs, Snotlout, and Tuffnut were available?"

"I told her about Legs, yes," snorted Astrid. "I doubted that she'd want _Snotlout_ – even though they seem to be pretty good friends already. And as for Tuffnut – ugh, what does Snaketail see in him?"

One or two beats passed, and then she suddenly leaned in and gave Hiccup a kiss on the cheek. "Thank gods you aren't anything like the other boys."

Feeling incredibly awkward, he shuffled a little closer to her and returned the kiss, his face coloring intensely the moment his lips brushed her skin. Astrid blushed as well, but delicate pink instead of vivid crimson.

There was a brief, uncomfortable silence in which Hiccup and Astrid couldn't do anything but shuffle their feet and stare at their knees, the grass, the clouds… anything but each other.

It was Hiccup who broke the silence, saying, "So, back to Arachne. This sudden interest in training wouldn't have anything to do with Venomwing's… ah, 'disappearance', would it?"

"Yes, I think so," Astrid frowned. "Poor girl's absolutely devastated. Every time a Remobra flies by, she starts sulking and won't even speak for hours. I think the combat training is going to help take her mind off of Venomwing, at least until we find her a new monster."

"Are you sure she'll _want _a new monster?" questioned Hiccup, raising one eyebrow.

Honestly, Astrid answered, "I don't know."

Cue another awkward silence.

"Anyway, your Hunter's Dagger?" the Hofferson girl blurted.

"Sure, absolutely!" Hiccup agreed. "You know, I've been working on a new weapon, and I think I'm almost finished with the final product. You can tell Arachne that she can keep my Sword and Shield if she wants."

An affectionate punch to the shoulder followed, followed by a teasing remark of, "Aww, how sweet of you."

"You know, I was hoping to get through this talk without you doing that for once," he told her, laughter present in his voice.

"Don't get your hopes up," Astrid quipped, smirking.

The couple drew a little closer together and stared into each other's eyes, smiling softly at one another – and then Snaketail approached them. The long-haired Grundenson girl's attention wasn't on them, but on Sightless, who was fidgeting while 'staring' at the setting sun as if he couldn't wait to get off of the ground and fly through its fiery orange light while it lasted.

"Poor Sightless," Snaketail sighed. "No family, and now no night flying… what's left for him?"

Hiccup and Astrid shot her twin glares that could have burned a hole through Berk.

Tail got the hint and started to back away. "O-Okay, I'll just, uh, leave you two alone to, um, watch this, ah, very romantic sunset. Yes, th-that's what I'll do."

She didn't know that Hiccup and Astrid spent the next few minutes doing exactly that.

* * *

><p><strong>Gobber's Forge, Nighttime<strong>

Missing the opportunity to fly through the sunset had gotten Sightless in a bad mood, as Hiccup found out that night as he bustled about in the forge. The Gore Magala was as restless as a monster ever got, pacing around the forge and stewing with anger. Whether or not he was angry at the ban on flying or angry at Hiccup for going along with it remained to be seen.

Then his tail swished through the air and swatted Hiccup upside the head. Yes, it was definitely the second option.

"D'ah – what?!" Hiccup exclaimed when scales met skull. Rubbing the back of his head painfully, he grumbled. "Sightless, no, you have to relax. You heard Dad, there's a ban on flying."

Huffing, Sightless lay down on the floor of the smithy and covered himself up in his cloak. He knew that he was being childish, but he didn't care.

Just then, Gobber walked in, whistling his favorite tune – the one that went "_I'm a Viking through and through_". But when he saw that the forge was already occupied, he stopped whistling and gave his apprentice a huge grin.

"Nice ta have you 'round the shop, Hiccup!" the blacksmith cheerfully greeted him. "Usually you an' Sightless are enjoyin' a beautiful evenin' flight at this hour. 'Course, yeh can't do that anymore, what with the ban on flyin' an' all."

He suddenly stopped talking when he saw that Hiccup and Sightless were both glaring at him. Well… _Hiccup_ was glaring at him. It was difficult to tell when Sightless was glaring, due to the whole 'lack of eyes' thing.

Thankfully, Gobber had the grace to amend his previous statement. "Ah… shame about tha'," he added. "I've been sufferin' too, yeh know! Silversol's been gettin' ornery now that he can't fly. So anyway, what're we makin'?"

Now this was a conversation that Hiccup could get behind! Tonight was the night he _finally_ finished making his new weapon, and he was beyond excited to show it to someone. He took the weapon off of the anvil and held it up for his mentor to admire.

The first thing Gobber noticed was that the weapon was tall – taller than Hiccup, in fact. It resembled a long, thin pole, and each end had something unusual on it. On one end was a short blade that had been attached to the side of the pole, rather than on the tip of it. On the other was what looked like the barrel of a Bowgun, but the inside of it glowed bright green and emitted an unusual smell.

"What do you think, Gobber?" Hiccup asked, proudly. "I call it an 'Insect Glaive'."

Unimpressed, Gobber raised an eyebrow and replied, "All this work fer a stick?"

Oh, so the blacksmith had been expecting more, had he? Hiccup grinned widely and prepared to explain further. He knew that by the end, Gobber would be much more interested.

"No, you see, it's more than a stick," he began.

The Haddock boy held the Insect Glaive into a battle-ready position, and suddenly, the blade on the front end of the weapon flicked out like a Gore Magala's horns. Now, the blade was much longer and was mounted on the tip of the pole.

Smugly, Hiccup continued, "For example, this end has a retractable blade. And _this_ end –"

He twirled the Insect Glaive around so that the other end was facing Gobber. As he did that, though, he accidentally activated the weapon's hidden mechanism, and a bright green blob of sweet-smelling juice shot out and splattered against Gobber's face.

"Uh… oops," Hiccup apologized.

But Gobber was delighted. "It shoots this nasty stuff ta distract yer foes, huh? An' I notice tha' it smells a bit like those Blue Ole-whatsits we had on Berk a while ago, so you could use tha' to chase off wild monsters. Handy!"

Hiccup heard the sound of fluttering wings and chuckled, "Good ideas, Gobber, but not exactly."

At that moment, a white blur zoomed in through the forge window and attached itself to Gobber's nose! It was a massive white moth, with a wingspan that completely obscured Gobber's face. Its wings were edged with black and had two red spots at their tips, and it also possessed a long tail and front claws. It was currently using those claws to bite into Gobber's nose as it tried to feed on the juice that covered him.

"Gah!" cried Gobber, feeling its claws digging into his nose. "Shoo! Get outta here, yeh overgrown gnat! Go on!"

Finally, the moth gave up and flapped over to Hiccup, where it attached itself to his arm and comfortably folded its wings.

"If we can't ride monsters, we may as well defend ourselves somehow," he elaborated, retracting the Insect Glaive's blade with a flick of his wrist. "The other riders have their weapons and all, but with this, I can help them on the sidelines. This bug here is naturally attracted to that juice I splattered you with, so it'll fly out and attack whatever I tag with it."

A rag in his meaty hand, Gobber wiped his face clean of the green juice. "Yeh know," he said, "yer father's just doin' what's best for yeh. He's tryin' ta keep yeh _safe_!"

"I get that," replied Hiccup. He put down his new weapon and regarded his mentor solemnly. "But right now, the safest place for me is on Sightless."

Hearing his name, Sightless raised his head and regarded them curiously. After a second, he lowered his head and went back to his nap.

Gobber nodded in understanding and responded, "Well, I'll go an' leave yeh to it. I can see yeh'll probably be here awhile." He glanced out the window and added, "Have yeh seen tha' moon? Can't imagine a more beautiful night fer a flight."

The reply he got was another, more heated, glare from his apprentice.

"I did it again, didn't I?" he grinned sheepishly.

Then he was off, whistling the next verse in his favorite song.

With a shake of his head, Hiccup smiled and turned back to his Insect Glaive, only to find himself face-to-maw with Sightless.

"D'ah…" he said, jumping. When he calmed down, he sternly told the monster, "I know what you're thinking, but you may as well forget it."

Sightless turned his head toward the window and looked up at the glorious, shining white orb that hung in the deep black sky. Even though his sightlessness made his muzzle difficult to read for most people, Hiccup understood it loud and clear. _You know, Gobber was right about that moon…_

Somewhere deep inside, Hiccup felt some part of him give in.

"I hate myself sometimes," he growled, reaching for the saddle.

* * *

><p><strong>Sea Around Berk<strong>

Breathlessly, Hiccup and Sightless alighted on a large rock spire, one of the farthest away from the island. They had been flying for only a few minutes when Hiccup had noticed a Yian Garuga chasing after them. Of course, it didn't take a genius to recognize Blackhawk – and not wanting to have to confront the bird wyvern's rider, Hiccup and Sightless led them on a frenzied chase through the sea stacks.

They only stopped flying when they no longer heard Blackhawk's wingbeats. Now, boy and monster were perched on a small ledge about halfway up the sea stack, on the side opposite the side facing Berk. With nothing in front of them but water and empty sky, they let their heart rates slow down to normal.

"Nice work, bud," Hiccup congratulated. "I think we lost her."

"Yeah, about that…"

It wasn't only Hiccup that reacted to the sound of the voice – Sightless flinched as well. Astrid and Blackhawk were coming in for a landing beside them, the girl with a serious expression on her face and the bird wyvern with a smug one.

"H-Hey, Astrid!" he nervously greeted her. "We were just talking about you."

"Let me guess," Astrid grumbled, folding her arms disapprovingly. "This is the part where I ask you if you changed your father's mind, and you tell me 'No way Astrid, I'm going behind his back again.'"

She illustrated that last bit with an exaggerated, goofy voice and lots of wild arm-flailing. By the time she was finished the sentence, she was doubled over as she tried to hold in her laughter. Hiccup didn't even try, and chuckled freely.

When he had gotten his breath back, the scrawny boy corrected her, "First of all, I don't sound like that. Who, who is this character you're impersonating? And second of all, when have I ever done that with my arms?"

"You _just_ did!" Astrid cackled. She laughed so hard that she could barely raise her arm to point at Hiccup's gesticulating hands.

They continued laughing for another minute or so, then they both calmed down enough for the conversation to continue.

"Look," Hiccup spoke up first. "This is the part where I tell you that my dad is _wrong_. You visited Outcast Island yourself, back during the Book of Monsters incident. You know what Alvin is capable of."

Thoughtfully, Astrid nodded in recognition of the point he was making. "So, you were just going to fly around at night, all by yourself, and say nothing?"

The Haddock boy shrugged, suddenly uncomfortable. "That… kinda was my plan…" He sighed, and went on, "I didn't want to get anyone else in trouble. I was trying to do the right thing."

"We both know what the right thing is, Hiccup," Astrid chastised him, gently.

"Yeah," he sighed again. "Stick to the rules and follow the Chief's orders."

Laughing, Astrid pointed out, "Not what I meant. If you're going to ride monsters behind the Chief's back, then the _Berk Monster Riders_ are going to ride monsters behind his back too. Haven't you learned, after all this time, that we make a really good team?"

"Yes, I have to admit," Hiccup confessed. "I mean, even the twins have their uses."

Even in the darkness, he could see Astrid blush slightly. "I was… kinda talking about you and me…" she muttered.

Realizing what she meant, Hiccup sheepishly rubbed the back of his head and tried not to look at her.

Then, perhaps because she felt the situation was getting too awkward, she gave him a friendly punch in the shoulder.

* * *

><p><strong>Village Plaza, Morning<strong>

It didn't take long for Hiccup to come up with a new plan, one that Astrid approved of. The two of them wasted no time in talking to the other riders about it.

"What the Hel is a 'Monster Flight Club'?" demanded Snotlout, the first on their list. "And how do I join in, because it sounds freaking awesome!"

Enthusiastically, Astrid informed him, "It's a secret society where we ride our monsters at night, under cover of darkness."

"We'll be sharpening our skills," added Hiccup, "training for possible monster attacks by Alvin and the Outcasts."

"But remember, it's a secret," Astrid picked up for him. "No one else can know."

"As far as you're concerned, it doesn't exist," Hiccup finished, moving his hands to emphasize the point. "There _is no_ Monster Flight Club."

Snotlout appeared thoughtful as he considered their offer for a second, and then turned to Snotsnarl and Hookfang. "What do _you_ think, guys?"

Promptly, Snotsnarl emitted a roar that sent the Jorgenson into a wheelbarrow. Hookfang followed that up with a fire blast that made the wheelbarrow catapult him onto the roof of a nearby house.

"They're in!" he yelled across the plaza.

* * *

><p><strong>The Thorstons' House<strong>

The twins were dangling by their legs from the rafters when Hiccup and Astrid found them.

"Now listen up," Hiccup said, speaking slowly to stress the significance of what he was about to say. "This is very, _very_ important. The first rule of Monster Flight Club is that there _is no_ Monster Flight Club."

Tuffnut blinked. "So, like… wait, wait a minute," he said, then backflipped down to the ground and landed on his feet. "_Is_ there a Monster Flight Club?"

"Yes," Astrid replied. "Yes there is."

Then Ruffnut followed her brother down from their perch and responded, "But… he just said there _isn't_ a Monster Flight Club."

"No, no, you misunderstood," the Haddock boy told her. Then, he explained it again. "The first rule of Monster Flight Club is that there _is no_ Monster Flight Club. Get it?"

"Absolutely," Tuff affirmed. "_Not_."

"Yeah…" added Ruff, rubbing her temples. "Sorry guys, but I really need to lie down…"

"Me too," her brother agreed. "Come back when you've made up your minds, okay?"

While the twins walked to the back of the room for a break, a very frustrated Hiccup and Astrid rolled their eyes on their way out the door.

* * *

><p><strong>Fishlegs' House<strong>

"Um, I don't know…" Fishlegs mumbled. "It doesn't sound like such a good idea. And anyway, I hate to disturb her when she's asleep." He gestured to Heatray, who was snoring beside him. "She's so beautiful when she sleeps…"

Over the sound of the Gravios' snores, everyone heard a drawn-out, flatulent noise that occurred while she lifted her tail up. Not caring about the noise (or the smell that followed), Fishlegs gave his monster a big hug around the neck.

"Fishlegs," Hiccup began to lecture, "this is a defining moment in the history of the Berk Monster Academy. Hundreds of years from now, when they're building statues of us in the plaza, people will harken back to the days when we found the courage to stand up for what we knew was right, regardless of the consequences."

Astrid clapped. "Good speech."

On the other hand, Fishlegs completely missed the meat of the message. Suddenly enthusiastic, he squeaked, "I get a statue?!"

Facepalming, Hiccup muttered, "Oh gods… yes, Legs, you get a statue."

* * *

><p><strong>Arachne's House<strong>

Snaketail took her feet off of the table and sat up straight in her chair. "Oh yeah, I'm so in!" she replied to Hiccup's offer, then added, "As long as Tuff's there. I mean, what good is training if you can't impress anyone?"

Not wishing to press the matter any further, or even ask why she was so interested in the Thorston boy (it was a huge mystery, seriously), Hiccup turned to Arachne to see what she thought of the idea.

The ten-year-old was very hesitant. "Um, my parents say I'm not allowed out after dark… and how can I join you when I don't have a monster anymore?"

She sounded close to tears. Hiccup realized that he'd have to be delicate with the Philston girl, who had become so much more fragile ever since Venomwing was killed.

Gently, the Chief-to-be asked her, "How're you going to be more like Astrid if you let this opportunity slip past you?"

Arachne glanced at her role model, who gave her an encouraging thumbs-up and a friendly smile.

"Well…" she said, still apprehensive.

All of a sudden, the door flew open and revealed an ecstatic Fishlegs on the other side. Everyone jumped or otherwise flinched at the *bang!* the door made when it hit the wall.

"Found you!" Legs shouted. "Hey Hiccup, what do you think of _this_ for my statue?"

Taking a slightly-crumbled piece of paper from out of his pocket, Legs showed Hiccup a drawing that he had made – a much more muscular version of himself standing heroically atop Alvin the Treacherous, who had X's for eyes, while flexing his muscle-laden arms.

"Uh, F-Fishlegs?" stammered Hiccup. "I-Is that you or Snotlout?"

Peeking over Hiccup's shoulder, Astrid drawled, "_Wow_,that's _very_ realistic."

"Wait, we get statues?" Arachne piped up, suddenly excited. "Okay, I'm joining Monster Flight Club too!"

And for the second time that day, Hiccup facepalmed.

* * *

><p><strong>Berk Monster Academy, Twilight<strong>

The first meeting of the new Monster Flight Club took place that evening. All of the riders showed up (even the twins) with their monsters, which stood alertly at their human companions' sides. Even one single day without getting their feet off the ground had left them restless, and now that they finally had a chance to stretch their wings, they could barely sit still.

As the only member of the Berk Monster Academy that currently didn't have a monster, Arachne had brought her Skrill, Rilebolt, to the arena. The dark purple dragon was extremely fidgety, as she hadn't been flying with Arachne in a long time and thusly could barely contain her excitement.

"Alright, Monster Flight Club members!" announced Hiccup. "You all know why you're here –"

"Ha, speak for yourself," Tuffnut interrupted.

Sparing a moment to shoot a glare at the male Thorston, Hiccup proceeded, "We need to be prepared to face Outcasts riding any kind of monster. Like, ah… a Doragyurosu, or a Gobul, or a Tigrex. Even an elder dragon! So, I've put together some training exercises –"

"Meh deh bleh bleh bleh," Snotlout made a series of rude, mocking noises. "Can we _go_ already?"

Snotsnarl stamped his feet on the ground and roared impatiently, his tail twitching excitedly.

That definitely wasn't the most polite way to say it, but Hiccup found himself agreeing with his cousin. It was high time that they got into the air again.

"Let's mount up," he commanded. "Grab your weapons, everyone. First stop – Pearl Island!"

Once everyone had double-checked to make sure they had their weapons on them, the gang hopped onto their saddles. Only Hiccup didn't bring a weapon along, since he still hadn't entirely finished perfecting his Insect Glaive. Led by the Chief-to-be, the teens brought their monsters through the gate and burst out into the open sky, immediately exhilarated by the sudden rush of wind that hit their faces. They all felt that refreshing chill down their spines – a chill that they only felt when they were about to take off on an adventure.

Snotlout was about to follow behind Ruffnut when, suddenly, Arachne came forward on Rilebolt's back, as if she was about to cut him off. Thinking that this was the case, Lout had Snotsnarl halt so he wouldn't hit Rilebolt. But the little girl didn't move forward.

"Um… Snotlout?" she asked.

He gave her a bewildered look. "What's up?"

Taking a deep breath, Arachne looked directly into Snotlout's eyes with her mouth set in a firm line. The intense expression was enough to make the Jorgenson boy take pause.

"I…" she stammered, then composed herself. "I just wanted to thank you for saving my life on Outcast Island."

Before Snotlout could recover from his surprise and give her an answer, she steered Rilebolt out of the academy and into the darkening sky.

* * *

><p><strong>Poor Ruff and Tuff. The world must seem terribly confusing to them. On an entirely unrelated note, Hiccup has an Insect Glaive!<strong>

**Yes, the beginning of Season 2 includes two Hiccstrid scenes. You may thank me by reviewing this story.**

**Also, if there are any MH fans reading this, what new monster do you think Arachne should get? She isn't a Monster Rider without a monster, you know!**

**Live, love, and review, readers!**


	52. Chapter 52

_**Chapter 24**_

_**Live and Let Fly Part 2**_

* * *

><p><strong>Pearl Island<strong>

The moon was high in the sky when the members of Monster Flight Club began to descend toward the landmass in the distance. Already, despite the distance between them and their destination, they could see tiny glittering lights illuminating Pearl Island's coastline.

Of course, every one of them knew exactly what those glittering lights were. Hiccup felt his blood start to run cold when he thought of the destruction brought to Berk, all because of these –

"Stones of Good Fortune!" cheered Tuffnut, from farther down the flight formation. "Oh yeah, a lifetime of good luck. I can't wait to get my hands on one of those…"

From his position at the front of the formation, Hiccup shot Astrid a skeptical glance, and she replied with an upward roll of her eyes. Somehow, they kept being surprised by how stupid the twins kept proving themselves to be.

"Tuffnut, we've been over this," Hiccup called back to the male twin. "Those aren't Stones of Good Fortune, those are Gobul eggs. Remember the last time you had one?"

Face brightening at the memory, Ruff chimed in, "Yeah, you ended up being paralyzed from the neck down!"

"Please, just leave them alone?" begged Fishlegs. "I really don't want to revisit the Gobul debacle."

"And Snotlout _really_ doesn't want to lose another fight to Fishlegs," Astrid added, directing the teasing remark to the Jorgenson boy himself. Out of all the Monster Riders, she had been the most amused at how Legs had gotten the last Gobul egg from Snotlout.

The gang began a gradual descent toward the island below them. They didn't head for the beach, though – no one wanted to disturb the Gobul nests, after all. No, they went straight for the forest, where the terrible leviathans would most likely be hunting.

"Still want that good luck…" Tuffnut grumbled.

Just then, Snaketail steered her Diablos over to him so that she was flying next to him. She leaned out of her saddle and ended up uncomfortably close to him, and giggled in his ear, "Oh, _I've_ got a lifetime of good luck. As long as I'm with yooouuuu~."

Making a disgusted noise at the back of his throat, Tuff dove after the rest of his friends, leaving a disappointed Snaketail behind him.

* * *

><p>The group and their monsters hid themselves within the shadowy bushes at the edge of a clearing in the middle of the forest. In the clearing, a lone Bullfango was foraging for food in the soil. Mere feet away from the oversized boar, a cluster of reed-like plants grew out of the ground. At any time now, the Bullfango would smell the plants and trot over for lunch.<p>

From the shadows, Hiccup whispered to his friends, "Gobuls are ambush predators. They hide in the ground and use their whiskers to lure herbivores in for the kill."

"When they're underground, their stealth goes up by plus ten!" added Fishlegs. "And their stomachs can hold a whole Aptonoth!"

The Bullfango froze in its tracks and sniffed the air, then slowly walked into the middle of the clearing. As it headed for the plants, the moonlight illuminated its pelt for the riders to view more clearly.

"Say, don't we know that Bullfango?" Tuff wondered aloud.

"Yeah we do!" agreed Ruff, pointing. "That's Bjorn Bullfango!"

Sounding like she didn't really want to know, Astrid asked, "Are they serious…?"

Grunting with pleasure, the Bullfango nudged the plants with its sensitive nose. Immediately, the ground exploded as a gigantic Gobul jumped out from its hiding place and chomped down on its prey.

To everyone's horror, Tuffnut stood up and bellowed, "YOU LEAVE BJORN ALONE!"

The Gobul turned around and glared at him with its poisonous yellow eyes.

"Clearly they are," Arachne muttered.

A hissing roar tore through the air as the Gobul swallowed its meal and puffed itself up, extending long spines from its back.

All of a sudden, Tuff lost his bravado. "You're on your own, Bjorn…!"

Hiccup jumped onto Sightless, and the others followed his lead with their own monsters (or dragon in Arachne's case). The Gobul clumsily charged forward, and the gang rushed out of the clearing. As much as they wanted to fly, they couldn't, because the trees were far too thick for any of their monsters to take flight. So instead, they ran.

"Keep your distance!" cried Hiccup. "Those bone-crushing blasts of water and paralyzing spikes are only effective at close range!"

"Not very comforting when you're on the slowest monster!" retorted Fishlegs, ducking under a blast.

A growl came from Heatray, who was indeed slightly lagging behind the others. It appeared that she had taken offense to his comment.

"Sorry, Heatray, it had to be said…" he apologized.

Fortunately for Fishlegs, Gobuls were not the greatest at running. Soon, they had left their pursuer far behind – but the trial was only just beginning! As the monsters crashed through the forest on their way to the coastline, they accidentally trampled other Gobuls that were also lying in wait for their prey. The furious anglerfish-like creatures popped out of their hiding places almost as soon as they were stepped on, forcing the Monster Riders to dodge this way and that.

Snotlout yelped when a Gobul burst out of the ground and only barely missed him and Snotsnarl. "There's too many of them!" he shouted. "And they come outta _nowhere_!"

Hiccup felt Sightless jump into the air to avoid a Gobul that burst up from underfoot, and swiftly ducked his head to avoid hitting it on a thick tree limb. They were picking up speed, and the forest around them raced by in a blur. Low-hanging branches constantly came out of nowhere. As if the dark didn't hard enough to see already…

"We're almost to the beach!" came Astrid's voice. Somehow, she managed to make herself heard over the sounds of the roaring Gobuls, the branches being pushed or slapped away, and the plants being crushed underfoot.

Finally, the trees disappeared, and they found themselves behind showered by moonlight.

"Up!" Hiccup ordered. "Up!"

First Sightless, then Blackhawk and Rilebolt, and then all of the monsters were up in the sky. The beach got smaller the higher they climbed, and several Gobuls emerged from the forest to hiss their frustration at the fleeing intruders. When their roars grew so faint that they could no longer be heard, the group breathed a collective sigh of relief.

"What did I say about the Gobul debacle?!" Fishlegs squeaked. "Was no-one listening to me?!"

Snaketail told him, matter-of-factly, "No. We never listen."

Having had enough adventure for that night, Hiccup led his friends back in the direction of home.

* * *

><p><strong>Gobber's Forge, Morning<strong>

The next morning, Gobber was at his usual post in his shop. Already, there were villagers giving him weapons to fix, and dragons lining up to get their teeth checked. But he was curious about the Insect Glaive that Hiccup had left lying about two nights before.

"Hmm… where'd he hide it?" the blacksmith asked himself, fiddling with the huge baton-like weapon. It was far too delicate a creation to be handled by someone with such big hands – which was why it was perfect for Hiccup. Gobber had to admit, his apprentice was some kind of Viking genius. Although, as he thought with some amusement, people didn't usually use the words 'Viking' and 'genius' together in the same sentence.

He shook his head, bringing his thoughts back to what was bothering him. "Where's the trigger fer tha' juice-shooting thing?" he muttered, examining the Insect Glaive from every angle.

"Gobber!"

He was startled by the abruptness of Stoick's voice calling out to him, and when a Viking was startled, his first instinct was to grab a weapon. Jumping slightly, Gobber pointed the end of the Insect Glaive at the window, through which he could see the Chief approaching. When he did that, though, his clumsy hands accidentally activated the hidden mechanism on the glaive, and a glob of green juice suddenly flew out the window – and right into Stoick's face.

Needless to say, that was the last thing Stoick was expecting to happen when he poked his head through the window. All of a sudden, there was a cold wet mess splattered all over what little of his face wasn't covered by red hair. There was an intoxicatingly-sweet smell assaulting his nose and a horrible taste in his mouth. He had known for a while that Hiccup had been developing a new kind of weapon – but he had no inkling it would involve something this unpleasant!

Gobber, meanwhile, was pale-faced at the realization that he had inadvertently shot his Chief. Hastily, he grabbed a (somewhat) clean rag from off the shelf and hastily rubbed Stoick's face clean.

"I'll just, ah… wipe tha' off…" he muttered. "And… hopefully no-one is lookin'…"

In a minute, Stoick's face was completely clean – although the scent still lingered in his nose. He suspected that it might be there for a while.

Back to his cheerful attitude, Gobber asked, "So, what can I do ya for?"

"I've come for the saddles," replied Stoick. "Have you made the adjustments I asked for?"

Nodding, he affirmed, "They're done and back on Needlenose an' Thornado! They're much more maneuverable now, if I do say so meself."

"Good," Stoick said shortly, backing out of the smithy.

"'Course, tha' shoudn't matter," sighed Gobber, going back to the Insect Glaive, "wha' with the ban on flyin' an' all."

Overhearing the remark, Stoick turned around and raised his eyebrow. "And what ban would _that_ be, Gobber?"

"You know, the ban!" his friend repeated. "The ban on flyin' monsters and dragons! An' that includes Anorupatisus and Thunderdrums! The ban where no-one is allowed to ride…"

He trailed off. Stoick was looking at him with a skeptical expression, as if he was waiting for something. Had Gobber missed something?

And then it hit him.

"Aaaaaah, I see," he said. Then he lowered his voice to a whisper and added, "The ban where no one is allowed ta fly _except the Chief_."

"Someone has to patrol the island," Stoick shrugged. "May as well be me."

Was it just him, or did Gobber detect a hint of discomfort in Stoick's voice? To tell the truth, Gobber had been a bit resentful of the new 'no flying allowed' rule ever since it had been announced. Now was his chance to, just maybe, change the Chief's mind.

"Stoick," he began, his tone dead serious, "yeh know this ain't fair to the Monster Riders. You _gave_ them tha' academy so that they could handle all things monster-related, remember? Yer tellin' me yer goin' back on yer word?"

"Gobber," Stoick almost snapped, "I'm not risking the lives of those kids. And I'm _not_ changing my mind. So don't tell anyone about this – especially Hiccup. He already knows that I'm the reason that Magala of his is going stir-crazy…"

Grinning, the blacksmith assured him, "Come on, Stoick, I'm nothin' if not careful."

Then he accidentally triggered another mechanism on Hiccup's Insect Glaive, and the blade flicked out and carved a nice gouge in his helmet. If the helmet hadn't been there, it probably would have cut into his skull instead.

"Oops," he chuckled. "Retractable blade. Shoulda seen that one comin'."

Exasperated, Stoick shook his head and left the smithy. And then, not even five seconds after he had gone, someone else appeared at the window. It was the little Philston girl, the one who lived at Phlegm and Goosebreath's place.

"Arachne!" Gobber exclaimed. "What brings yeh here to me shop, lass?"

"Hey Gobber!" she chirped. "Mind taking a look at Rilebolt? I think she got some of her last meal stuck in her teeth, and I can't reach it."

The Skrill suddenly stuck her head in and let out a small growl, peering at Gobber inquisitively.

Giving Rilebolt a pat on the snout, he answered, "Ah, no problem! Dragon Dentist Gobber is in the house!"

Arachne gave the beefy man a quick smile before leaving him to do his job. As soon as she was facing away from the forge, though, she allowed her cheery expression to drop away.

_What was it that Stoick was saying earlier?_ Arachne asked herself, her eyebrows knitting together in suspicion.

* * *

><p><strong>Elsewhere, Evening<strong>

That night, the Berk Monster Riders regrouped and flew out on another Flight Club mission. They didn't fly to Pearl Island this time, rather an island that was somewhat closer to Berk. Right now, they were all gathered in a clearing, examining a peculiar marking on the ground and listening to Fishlegs talk.

"Much like the rings inside a tree," the Ingerman boy lectured, bending over the mark, "the scorch mark can tell you the age, size, and control over the Dragon element of the Doragyurosu in question."

Snaketail knelt down and moved her hand over the charred dirt. "It's still warm. That means it wasn't here all that long ago."

Unperturbed, Legs went on, "And if you look closely at the mark, you can tell where it came from and which way it was headed."

"I can tell you where it's headed without all that stupid stuff," stated Snotlout.

"Oh really?" Astrid sneered. She folded her arms and challenged him, "So where's it going?"

Lout's eyes were on the sky when he replied, "It's not going. It's coming. At us. RIGHT NOW!"

The moon was suddenly blotted out by a vast pair of wings, and red lightning bolts shot down from the sky and struck around the clearing. With each strike, the ground shook, causing the Monster Riders to duck and cover their heads by instinct. The Doragyurosu released a guttural roar from its beaky jaws as it swooped down upon them, its wing ribbons ready to lash the human teens to pieces.

"Anything else we needed to learn?" called Tuffnut.

"Nope, we're good!" Hiccup replied. "Monsters, everyone!"

In seconds, the Doragyurosu was upon them, sending its red lightning everywhere. Hastily, Hiccup equipped his Insect Glaive and activated the trigger, shooting the giant flying wyvern with a blast of juice. The nasty substance splattered against its beak, and it roared with disgust as the flowery scent invaded its nostrils.

For the second time in as many nights, they beat a hasty retreat.

* * *

><p><strong>Sky over the Open Ocean<strong>

Berk was on the horizon when Arachne suddenly spoke up. "Hiccup, there's something you need to know."

The group had been flying in silence for some time, and hearing the Philston girl's voice come out of nowhere was a surprise to some of the others.

"How's that?" asked Hiccup, turning his head to regard the ten-year-old and her Skrill.

"Your dad's still flying Needlenose," she replied, not missing a beat. "I overheard him talking to Gobber about it earlier today. He said that 'someone has to patrol the island'."

"Unfair!" shouted Tuffnut. "He can't do that!"

"He's the Chief, you mutton-head," Astrid responded.

"Still, _unfair_!" he groused. "And speaking of which, Hiccup?"

"Yes, Tuff?" the Haddock boy replied.

"When did your dad join Monster Flight Club?" inquired Tuff.

"He didn't," answered Hiccup, bewildered. "Why ask?"

"'Cause he's right there," the male Thorston stated, and pointed.

When Hiccup looked down, a chill went up his spine. Indeed, below them was none other than Stoick himself, riding Needlenose over the calm ocean waves.

"What the –" the Chief-to-be began, then cut himself off before he said something inappropriate. Instead, he commanded, "Okay gang, evasive maneuvers! Into the clouds!"

Luckily for them, the night sky was fairly overcast, and they were already flying rather high. All they had to do was increase their altitude a few dozen feet, and they now found their eyesight blocked by thick cloud cover.

Although none of the Monster Riders could see, they could still hear, and Hiccup's voice called out loud and clear. "We should stay up here in the clouds until we're right over Berk. That should keep us hidden until the last second."

The thing was, not all of the gang was completely hidden. Ruff and Tuff were still flying directly _below_ the clouds, something that Hiccup somehow noticed even with his obscured vision.

"What are you two doing?" he called to them.

"We can't see in the clouds!" Tuff called back.

"Yeah, too cloudy!" Ruff added.

Silently muttering a prayer to Odin to give him patience, Hiccup told the twins, "Guys, if you're out of the clouds, then my dad will be able to see you."

Coincidentally, it was around this time that Stoick happened to look up. As predicted, he almost immediately caught sight of the twins. With a 'what-in-Thor's-name-is-going-on' expression, he pulled hard on Needlenose's saddle and began to climb toward the hidden Monster Riders.

Tuffnut saw Stoick at the same time Stoick saw him. "Uh, not gonna disagree with you there," he told Hiccup.

The Anorupatisu's screech blasted through the otherwise quiet night air as he and his Viking rider ascended, shooting towards the twins with surprising speed.

"Here he comes!" Arachne wailed.

In the seconds that remained before his dad caught them, Hiccup shouted a series of orders. "Split up, head home, and for the love of Thor, keep the monsters out of sight!"

"Awesome!" approved Snotlout. "Even if he _is_ the Chief, he can't follow _all_ of us!"

By the time Stoick reached the clouds, he almost jumped out of his helmet when he saw monsters suddenly explode in all directions. He looked this way and that, but no matter where he turned, there was a fleeing monster in his sight. Frustration began to build. Which one should he chase after?

Defeated, he bellowed, "You can't all get away, Monster Riders!"

Snaketail couldn't resist a parting shot, and shouted back, "Watch us! YAHOOOOOO!"

And then the Monster Riders were nothing but invisible specks against the blackened sky.

* * *

><p><strong>Village Plaza<strong>

Each expecting Stoick and Needlenose to be gaining on them, the eight rebels flew their monsters over the Berk landmass, tearing across the village at almost breakneck speed.

First to reach their house were the twins. King and Queen swooped low over the building so that Ruff and Tuff could jump onto the roof and slide down to the front porch. Ruff helped her brother down before bustling inside, and Tuff just barely remembered to shut the door behind him.

Next was Snaketail, who leapt off of her saddle as soon as Twinhorn hit the ground. With one smooth motion, she reached into a nearby barrel and tossed the Diablos a cabbage, then vaulted through her window.

Arachne and Rilebolt flew right into the latter's stable before officially landing. In her panic to get inside her house, Arachne tripped over a stack of spare weapons and noisily scattered them all over the ground. She paused, looking torn between running inside immediately and picking up the weapons first – but then she decided to leave them where they were, and practically threw herself at the front door.

Meanwhile, Snotsnarl slowed down as he approached Snotlout's house, and came to a steady hover right outside the top window. With a casual toss of his head, he unceremoniously threw the narcissistic Jorgenson boy inside before flying away.

"Way to go, Snotsnarl!" Lout called, his voice muffled.

Then came Astrid and Blackhawk. Much like the twins, Astrid jumped off of Blackhawk's back and landed on the roof – the only difference was that she whipped out one of her Dual Blades and used it as a snowboard in order to slide down the side of the roof. The weapon made a grating sound as it slid over the shingles, and then the sound stopped as Astrid soared off of the roof and landed on her feet. She ran inside immediately, and Blackhawk made herself comfortable in the stable next to the house.

_I'll have to remember to teach that to Arachne one of these days,_ she thought with a smile.

A scream could be heard all throughout the village as Hiccup and Sightless shot overhead like a dark arrow. Without even slowing down, the Gore Magala zoomed through the window to Hiccup's room and instantly flared out his wings, stopping himself from crashing into the opposite wall.

In his attempt to be as quick as possible, Hiccup literally dove off of Sightless' back and landed painfully on his bed. Ignoring the pain, he pulled the blanket over himself while Sightless hopped into his usual sleeping place and covered himself with his cloak.

It took a solid five minutes for the last Monster Rider to make it home. Heatray bumbled over the village toward Fishlegs' house, and when she found it, she landed on the ground in front of the door with a huge crash. Carefully, Fishlegs climbed down off of her back and patted her head in a congratulatory way.

"We made it, girl," he whispered. "Good job. I knew we were smarter than –"

"Smarter than who, Fishlegs Ingerman?"

A shadow fell over him just then, and he turned around to face the all-too familiar scowl of Stoick the Vast.

Fishlegs uttered a very unmanly noise, sounding like a cross between a squeak and a whimper.

* * *

><p><strong>Meade Hall<strong>

Unusually for this time of night, there was a dim glow coming from behind the doors of the Meade Hall. Inside, though, the light wasn't so welcoming. In fact, it gave the vast, empty chamber a very foreboding atmosphere – especially when the only people that could be seen were a serious-looking Stoick and Gobber.

"I'm going to ask you one more time, Fishlegs," the Chief said lowly. "What were you doing out there, and who was with you? I made myself very clear when I told your friend Hiccup about the ban on flying."

Poor Fishlegs had been tied to a chair that sat in the middle of the Meade Hall, with nothing around him except darkness. While his mouth was clamped tightly shut, his lips moved around constantly as he fought to keep his tongue in check. This was serious business. It wasn't another of Hiccup's tests to see how well he'd do under questioning. No, this was the real thing, with even more real consequences.

Hiccup was counting on him, and somehow, that thought gave him the strength he never thought he had.

"My name is Fishlegs!" he repeated firmly, for perhaps the tenth time. "I live on the island of Berk! I know nothing about monsters or those who ride them!"

Gobber and Stoick exchanged a glance full of worry and bewilderment.

"Why does he keep sayin' that?" Gobber whispered. "It kinda gives me the willies."

Sighing, Stoick leaned down and placed a comforting hand on the young Ingerman's shoulder. "This isn't an interrogation, Fishlegs."

Raising a hand, Gobber disagreed, "Uh, it _does_ kinda feel like an interrogation, Stoick." He looked around at the dark, dimly-lit hall and the ropes they had used to tie Fishlegs down.

"Not helping, Gobber," Stoick sighed again.

The two of them tried again to get answers out of Fishlegs, but the husky boy had already put his foot down. He had gotten this far – he couldn't give in now! So, determinedly stubborn, he kept on repeating the same thing.

"My name is Fishlegs! I live on the island of Berk! I know nothing about monsters or those who ride them!"

The interrogation went on for at least another hour, but to Fishlegs' credit, Stoick and Gobber didn't get anywhere.

* * *

><p><strong>Berk Monster Academy, the Next Evening<strong>

_Hi there, Hiccup._

Off checking the supplies that had been stored away in the cages at the back of the arena, Hiccup suddenly jumped like a Tetsucabra as a voice spoke to him in his head. It wasn't just _a_ voice, though – it was _the_ voice.

When he had been imprisoned on Outcast Island, he had been mysteriously contacted by some person that communicated with him by speaking in his mind. It was strange, because there was no-one else in the dungeon except for his two Siren friends and Mildew, none of which were able to use telepathy. It gave him the creepy feeling that there was someone sneaking around and following him. But this voice had given him the idea he needed to escape Alvin's clutches and rescue Sightless.

_Hiccuuuuuup~,_ the voice was singing. _Knock knock, are you hooooome~?_

With effort, Hiccup grasped the connection and forced his thoughts to travel back to her. This was a process he was getting surprisingly good at. _Sorry, you just shocked me. What do you want?_

A girlish giggle resonated in his head. _You should send someone out to scout the coastline. I think you'll find something worthwhile._

_Why?_ Hiccup thought back.

_Just do it,_ she urged him. _I promise you won't regret it._

Uncertain, he replied, _Are you sure about this?_

_Hey,_ she answered, sounding hurt. _I helped you escape Outcast Island, didn't I? I would think you would trust me a little more._

Then, the Haddock boy felt their connection disappear, leaving tons of questions swirling aimlessly around his brain. Who was this girl, and how could she talk to him like that? Did she know where he was? Was she stalking him? Where was she when he had been on Outcast Island?

But she had a point… she _had_ helped him that day. Maybe he could give her suggestion a shot.

"Snotlout?" he called out, turning away from the cages and walking toward where his cousin was lounging around with his monster.

"Yeah?" he replied, opening his eyes.

After he had taken a moment to think of how he was going to phrase his request, Hiccup spoke aloud. "Could you scout around the island and see if there's anything out there? I don't know if my dad will still be looking for us."

A light of excitement turned on in his cousin's eyes. A chance to be useful and an excuse to ride Snotsnarl behind everyone's backs again? Yes please.

"You got it, Hiccup!" he exclaimed, pumping his fist. He ran over to Snotsnarl without a second thought, and they were out the gate in the blink of an eye.

Astrid wandered over to Hiccup's side, her brow furrowed with confusion. "What was _that_ all about?"

Understandably, her boyfriend _really_ didn't want to tell her that an invisible voice had been talking to him and persuading him to send another Monster Rider off on a random scouting mission. She might think he had lost his mind, or laugh at him. Most likely both. But he didn't want to lie to her, either.

Thankfully, he didn't have to answer. The gate abruptly open, and Fishlegs ran in excitedly.

"Legs!" shouted Hiccup, running over to meet his friend. "I haven't seen you since last night! What did Dad ask you?"

Breathing hard, Fishlegs' eyes were sparkling with ecstasy as he spilled the beans. "They really put the screws to me!" he squealed. "I thought I was gonna crack – especially when the lights went out! – but I held firm, because I knew the first rule of Monster Flight Club is that there _is no_ Monster Flight Club!"

"Oh great. Not that again," Tuffnut groaned.

"You did great, Fishlegs," smiled Hiccup, patting him on the back. "I'm proud of you."

Very pleased, he asked in a chipper voice, "So, what're we doing tonight?"

"Nothing," came Arachne's blunt answer. She was currently sitting against the wall, polishing her new Hunter's Dagger. "I know, it doesn't sound fun at all, but Hiccup's dad is onto us. We need to lay low until this blows over. We need to be invisible. Like, Chameleos-level invisible."

That was when Snaketail spoke up with a frown. "Then why are we even here? If we're laying low, shouldn't we be staying away from the academy at such a suspicious hour of the day?"

"Well, we can't exactly now that Snotlout's gone," Astrid pointed out. "He and Snotsnarl went to scope out the island and see if Hiccup's dad is still on our trail, so to speak."

Speak of the devil, an enormously-loud "DRAAAAAAAGGGGHH!" echoed across the night sky, and a Tigrex plunged toward the academy before landing outside and charging through the open gate. The Tigrex's rider promptly fell off the saddle.

"I said 'invisible'!" complained Arachne. "In what way is that being invisible?"

"Yeah, even I knew that!" said Ruffnut.

Snotlout staggered to his feet and fixed his helmet in an attempt to recover from his undignified landing. "I meant to do that," he insisted. "But that's not important. What _is_ important is what I just found!"

"Please tell me this isn't going to turn out like the last time you found something 'important'," Astrid growled.

Ignoring her, Hiccup stepped forward and asked, "So tell us, what's so important anyway?"

"Let's just say I may have gone and saved this _entire island_!" his cousin yelled. "Alvin and the Outcasts are attacking as we speak!"

That particular news was like an explosion going off – it got the Monster Riders' attention and left nothing but stunned silence behind. Several of the monsters lifted their heads and growled at the familiar word 'Outcast'.

"Now what do we do?" asked Tuff.

"You even have to ask?" Astrid shot back. "We go and kick their sorry butts, that's what! Last one in the air is a rotten Viking!"

In moments, a phalanx of airborne monsters was blotting out the stars as they rose from the Academy to do what they did best. That is, unite as one and come down as a hammer on their enemies.

And as usual, Fishlegs ended up as the rotten Viking.

* * *

><p><strong>Sea Near Berk<strong>

A lone ship drifted purposefully through the water toward the landmass in the distance. The wind was with them, propelling it forward that much faster. Which was fine with Alvin. The sooner Berk fell, the better.

A soldier approached him and reported, "Alvin, we're getting closer."

"Yes, we are…" the leader of the Outcasts agreed. "An' the closer we get, the stronger the smell!"

"The smell of what?" the Outcast asked him.

"The smell o' Berk's destruction!" Alvin replied with a not-too-friendly laugh. "I hope that Monster Conqueror shows up soon. I've got a big surprise for 'im!"

Suddenly, their boat rocked ominously as something below deck tried to escape.

Alvin smirked. "Yep, one _big_ surprise…"

* * *

><p><strong>Hiccup's House<strong>

Hiccup rushed into Stoick's room and immediately made for his father's snoring form sprawled out on the bed. He started shaking him, calling, "Dad! Dad! Wake up!"

He immediately stopped when Stoick woke up, completely unaware of the situation or who had just roused him. Acting on reflex, he picked his son up by the hem of his tunic and readied his handy Switch Axe (which, despite it being as large as he was, he was able to pick up and use with a single hand).

With his life flashing before his eyes, Hiccup didn't care how high his voice rose when he squealed, "Gaaaaaah, Dad, it's me, please don't chop me!"

Stoick blinked.

"HICCUP!" he abruptly exploded, putting Hiccup down. "What did I tell you about sneaking up on me in my sleep?!"

"W-W-Well, it's not fun for me, either!" Hiccup protested. "But Dad, this is an emergency! Alvin is coming to destroy the village!"

Initially, the older Haddock's eyes widened. Then, once he had actually started thinking about what he had just heard, they narrowed.

"And… how would you know that?" he asked suspiciously.

Totally deadpan, Hiccup said, "Do you _really_ need an answer to that question?"

Breathing a heavy sigh, Stoick let his Switch Axe drop to the floor and walked to the other side of his room to retrieve his helmet. Some days, that boy of his…

"I told you that flying is no longer allowed," he stated, firmly.

Hiccup's answer was positively dripping with sarcasm. "Uh, yeah, I was thinking about that, and doesn't a 'ban on flying' pertain to _all_ flying creatures? Including, say… a Thunderdrum and an Anorupatisu?"

To Stoick's credit, he managed to hide his embarrassment. He also managed to keep his cool when a Smothering Smokebreath suddenly landed on the windowsill and trilled a greeting.

Arachne poked her head in next to Cuddles. "You're setting a pretty bad example by breaking your own rules, Chief!"

Raising his eyebrows at the unexpected appearance of the Philston girl and her pet, Stoick turned back to Hiccup and asked, "What is she doing here?"

"Can't we talk about this later?" he protested, trying to get him back on track. After all, the Outcasts were surely almost here.

Yet another sigh escaped Stoick's mouth. He, too, realized that the situation was too dire for him to stand here arguing with his son – an ordeal that would probably take at least an hour. And there wasn't any time to repeat what he had said about the ban on flying, especially when he knew that he would need all the backup he could get when he went to confront Alvin.

"Well then, wake the others," he said firmly, reaching for his Switch Axe again. "We'll need the full company of Monster Riders."

Followed by Arachne and Hiccup, the Chief trudged out of his room and headed straight for the door. Then, when he opened it and started forward again, he abruptly stopped dead and looked up.

His path out the door was walled off by a Diablos standing on the porch.

"Waaaaay ahead of you, Stoick sir!" announced Snaketail. Around her, the other teens nodded enthusiastically.

* * *

><p><strong>Sea Near Berk<strong>

The moon was shining brightly over the ocean as the Berk Monster Riders flew onward toward their next mission. On the surface down below, the shadow of the Outcast ship could clearly be seen moving steadily toward Berk.

But the riders had an advantage. While they could see the ship, the men on the ship likely could not see them. On their nightly Flight Club routines, Hiccup had been teaching his friends how to fly more stealthily at night. With enough training, even Snotlout and his disobedient Tigrex could stay well hidden from any foe.

With every second, they were getting closer to the enemy vessel. They were practically on top of it when Stoick, mounted on Needlenose, gave his orders. Everyone tensed, feeling the thrill of the battle to come start flowing through their bones.

"I'll draw their first line of fire," Stoick yelled across to Hiccup. "Then, you and the other riders will attack. But _not_ before!"

Hiccup nodded, his face set in a determined frown even though excitement was buzzing through his veins. Back on Sightless, flying into battle with his best friend, and with the other riders by his side – this was the sort of thing a Monster Rider lived for!

The first stage of the attack commenced. Pushing on Needlenose's saddle, Stoick urged the King of the Polar Sea into a steep dive toward the boat. His great white wings spread wide, Needlenose allowed frosty air to vent from the gaps in his shell as he built up the energy for an ice blast.

Unfortunately, Alvin caught sight of the flying wyvern.

"On my command!" the leader of the Outcasts barked. When his soldiers had wheeled a catapult to the port side, and lined it up with the incoming monster, he bellowed, "NOW!"

A rock as big as an Uragaan's chin came hurtling through the air on a direct course toward Stoick and Needlenose.

"Needlenose, down!" the wyvern's rider ordered, and with a flawless barrel roll, they dodged the projectile. They then performed a wide banking turn and soared easily around the ship, drawing the crossbow fire from the soldiers on board.

When Stoick was absolutely certain that he had the Outcasts' attention, he looked over his shoulder and called, "Hiccup, now or never!"

That was their cue! The Haddock boy clicked the stirrup by instinct, adjusting Sightless' splint and allowing him to dive just as Needlenose had seconds ago. The Gore Magala plunged through the black sky and descended rapidly on the ship, gathering virus in his maw. One after the other, the Monster Riders followed their leader.

"Open fire, gang!" Hiccup shouted the order.

"CHAAAAAAAAAHH!" Sightless screamed, launching his virus blast.

In an instant, it was chaos. Black mist exploded where Sightless' projectile hit the ship, causing the Outcasts to yell in shock and fear at the unexpectedness of the attack. King, Queen, and Blackhawk were close behind, raining fiery death down on the flammable watercraft. Snotsnarl and Twinhorn roared destructively, Rilebolt shot lightning bolts, and Heatray let her heavy tail hang beneath her to bash anything that got in her way.

Safe behind a crate at the bow of the ship, an Outcast soldier did the unthinkable – he chuckled. "Here they are," he said to Alvin, "just as you said."

Rubbing his hands together with satisfaction, Alvin replied, "Right then. Release the kraken!"

"Uh… sir?" the barbarian asked, scratching his head.

Alvin laughed. "Ah, never mind. I jus' always wanted ta say that! Release the Barioths!"

Hiccup steered Sightless around for another attack run, avoiding Bowgun shots as they moved across the sky. Even though he knew the Outcasts probably couldn't see him from so far below, he shook his head with exasperation. Alvin really needed to train them better, because they had absolutely terrible aim.

"Get ready for another virus blast, bud," he said.

Sightless growled and opened his jaws, already gathering black fire at the back of his throat. But just then, he stopped and flicked out his horns. Normally this would be ill-advised, since their glowing purple tips would give the Outcasts a better idea of where to fire their shots. However, Hiccup remembered when those horns had helped him and Sightless escape a cave-in by somehow "reading" the virus he had spread around the cave.

Was there something else on the ship that Sightless could detect thanks to the virus swirling around the boat, but Hiccup could not?

There certainly was, based on how a trio of saber-toothed monsters burst free from the Outcast boat's cargo hold and immediately flew for the Monster Riders soaring above the ship.

"Oh no," sighed Hiccup.

He recognized the beasts from the Book of Monsters, of course. They were Barioths, kind of like a cross between a tiger and a wyvern which loved cold climates. Back when Berk was being raided by monsters, Barioths would always come and make the Hooligans' lives miserable during the winter months. They could run, fly, and even swim at fearsome speeds, and used their orange, sword-shaped fangs to cut their prey open.

The Barioths roared like icebergs crumbling, heading straight toward the shocked riders. But they didn't stop there – in fact, they kept on going, flying in the direction of the only visible landmass on the horizon. It didn't take a genius to remember what that island was.

"We can't let them get to the island!" Fishlegs shouted to the rest of the group. "If they reach Berk, they'll tear it apart!"

From the back of Twinhorn, there was an aggravated yell from Snaketail. "Alvin must have trained them to head for land. That sneaky son of a bit–"

"Language, Tail!" Hiccup reprimanded. He steered Sightless back toward the group and continued to speak. "Astrid, you and the others herd them back toward their island, and make sure _none_ of them head back this way. I'm going to go help my dad!"

"On it!" the Hofferson girl affirmed. She rallied the other Monster Riders, and together they took off after the Barioths.

Hiccup nodded to himself, satisfied, then flew off in the opposite direction to join Stoick.

* * *

><p>The trio of flying wyverns had only made it a short distance away from the scene of battle when they suddenly found their airspace being invaded.<p>

"Take this, morons!" shouted Snotlout, tugging on Snotsnarl's horns. The Tigrex replied with a roar that scattered the Barioths.

Confused and angry that they had been attacked, the Barioths swooped down to retaliate. However, one of them suddenly found itself preoccupied by Astrid and Blackhawk, who zipped around it and shot poisonous tail spikes. When the other two Barioths turned around to help their partner, the other Monster Riders closed in.

Snaketail was the first to strike, charging in for the attack with Twinhorn. The Diablos' huge horns struck one Barioth, smacking it out of the air. As it plummeted toward the ocean, though, it luckily regained control of itself before it could hit the surface, and shakily flew away.

There was a crackle of lightning and a harsh screech as Arachne's Skrill grabbed hold of the second Barioth and allowed electricity to flow through her body. Although the Barioth was much larger, Rilebolt clung onto its back and sung in her claws, flooding the monster with her deadly charge. Smoke rising from its body, the Barioth fell as soon as Rilebolt let go, then managed to steady itself and flew after the first Barioth.

The last one tried to duck past Snotsnarl and Blackhawk so it could reach Berk, knowing it would be safer on land. But it didn't count on Heatray being there to stop it, red-hot magma gushing from her mouth in a concentrated beam. The blast came so close that the Barioth could feel the hellish heat on its scales, and that was enough to deter it. Not wanting to be burnt to a crisp, it turned tail and fled in the same direction its companions were going.

"The Barioths are retreating!" Tuff yelled.

"I can see that, Captain Obvious!" Snotlout retorted.

Ruff had a disappointed look on her face. "Aww," the Thorston girl groused, "Queen and I didn't get to do anything!"

"Cheer up," said Arachne. "Maybe Hiccup and the Chief still need our help."

The Monster Riders gathered into their usual formation and headed back for the Outcast ship, where bursts of ice and black virus could be seen in the distance.

* * *

><p>One Outcast boat stood no chance against the might of an Anorupatisu and Gore Magala, the King of the Polar Sea and the unholy offspring of contagion and plague itself. The Outcasts probably should have known that, but that didn't stop them from trying to Bowgun the monsters down.<p>

With remarkable agility, Sightless tucked in his cape and rolled away from a volley of shots in midair, then spread his wings again and dove down upon the Outcasts. Hiccup could see them duck and cover their heads as Sightless rained virus blasts on the deck, causing the ship to tremble.

And when the sky above them was free of black wings, a flash of white took over. Needlenose came right behind Sightless, his saw-like snout cleaving through the air and missing the ship's mast by a hair. The Anorupatisu flew high into the air, then swiftly turned around and dove in for another attack.

"Ice blast, Needlenose!" ordered Stoick.

At the same time, Hiccup brought Sightless back around and commanded, "Virus blast!"

Black fire flew through the air at the same time as blinding ice. The projectiles met each other just above the boat and detonated, showering the Outcasts with a brilliant shockwave of dark purple and icy blue.

"Did you see that?" Stoick exclaimed in wonder. "Hiccup, our shots combine!"

Indeed, Hiccup had seen the dazzling display as well, and how effective it had been. "Let's do it again! Ice Virus Blast!"

Both Sightless and Needlenose responded to the order by firing their blasts simultaneously, and the result was the same. Ice and virus scattered far and wide, partially freezing the Outcast boat and shrouding it with black fog. On board, some of the Outcasts had actually been knocked out cold by the force of the shockwave.

Alvin saw half of his warriors fall prey to the powerful combination attack and made a strangled sound of frustration in his throat. "Aaaagh, they win this round! Set a course for Outcast Island!"

It didn't take long for the still-conscious Outcasts to turn their boat around and book it.

"They're in retreat!" Hiccup announced.

Hearing his call, the other teens realized that they had won, and wasted no time in rearranging their formation to accommodate Hiccup and Stoick. Their monsters flocked together and carried them back to Berk, the thrill of the battle slowly fading and allowing them to relax. The riders exchanged encouraging remarks and compliments with each other about how well their mission had gone.

That is, every rider except Hiccup.

"What is it, son?" asked Stoick, noticing how quiet the Haddock boy was being.

He shrugged. "I dunno… I guess I thought Alvin would have come with a better plan than this. I mean, come on. Only one boat?"

He had a point. What was Alvin thinking, trying to invade Berk with just a handful of soldiers and a few wild Barioths as backup? Stoick forced the thought from his mind, not wanting to dwell on it.

"Well, let's be thankful he didn't," he said, and led the way back home.

* * *

><p><strong>Secret Cave<strong>

From the safety of a secluded beach, Savage chuckled unpleasantly to himself as he watched the Monster Riders return from their mission. He walked back into the cave, where some other Outcasts milling around and moving large crates further into the darkness.

"Heh, Alvin's diversion worked perfectly!" Savage called.

There was a ragged cough from somewhere in the shadows, and who should come hobbling out but Mildew and his pet sheep, Fungus. The two of them had chosen to stay with the Outcasts in order to impart their monster-training knowledge to Alvin and his crew. After all, they did have a bargain going on – if the old man wanted the monsters gone from Berk, he'd have to help Alvin destroy it.

Savage joined Mildew and watched the soldiers place the crates in various spots around the cavern. Some of the crates were filled with bunches of small eggs, while other crates contained a couple of rather massive ones. It was obvious which ones were dragon in origin, and which ones were monster.

"Are you sure we're putting these in the right place?" one Outcast grunted. He stretched his back out when he was finally free of his heavy load.

"I'm sure," replied Mildew. "That rogue Najarala tunneled from one end of the island to the other when it came to Berk, and as you know, Alvin's Whispering Death was there helping. These caves extend all the way to the village! They'll never know that there are snake wyverns and dragons right beneath their feet."

"This had better go as planned," warned Savage. "Alvin's had this idea for a long time."

"Well, the more time you have, the more time there is to make an idea perfect, wouldn't you say?" asked Mildew.

After thinking about that, Savage nodded. "True."

* * *

><p><strong>Hiccup's House<strong>

It was very late when Hiccup and Stoick returned to the house. Needleose stayed outside to assume his usual sleeping spot beside Thornado, and Sightless immediately galloped upstairs to his own bed. Hiccup, though, stayed downstairs with his dad. He sensed that there was something that Stoick wanted to say to him.

At last, Stoick hung up his helmet and sat down wearily at the table, his eyes trained on Hiccup. "I don't like that you disobeyed me, son."

The younger Haddock was silent, waiting for more.

"But," Stoick sighed, "I can also tell that I was wrong. I shouldn't have grounded the monsters. I was just… being a father." He said the last bit with a bit of pink around his ears.

"I understand, Dad," Hiccup responded, sincerely.

"Actually, now that I think about it," continued Stoick, starting to chuckle, "it was a rather boar-headed decision on my part to try and protect you and your friends by _banning_ the monsters from _flying_. You can't stop a monster from doing what it has to do. I should have seen that."

Both father and son shared a good-natured laugh over that.

"Now," said Stoick, "why don't you tell me about this 'Monster Flight Club' of yours? An' don't leave out a thing."

Hiccup was grinning as he began to explain, "Well, you see, the first rule of Monster Flight Club is that there _is no_ Monster Flight Club…"

* * *

><p>In another household on the other side of the village, Tuffnut shifted uncomfortably and muttered something in his sleep.<p>

* * *

><p><em>Fathers and Chiefs can be stubborn, but aren't afraid to admit when they're wrong. Luckily, my dad is exactly the same way – stubborn, hard-headed, and yet always willing to listen.<em>

* * *

><p><strong>If there was a giant octopus monster for Alvin to release, you'd better believe he'd release it. Maybe someday he'll get his hands on that new elder dragon from MH Cross, Osutogaroa.<strong>

**Alvin: "REVIEW THE KRAKEN!"**

**Outcast: "That one made even less sense than the first one!"**

**Alvin: "I know! I jus' love sayin' that!"**

**Next chapter: The Iron Gronckle**
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_**Chapter 25**_

_**The Iron Gronckle Part 1**_

* * *

><p><em>When you're part of a team, there's always a role for you to play, even if that role may not seem like the most obvious or the most useful. Of course, that means you may need a reminder of how important you really are.<em>

* * *

><p><strong>Sea Around Berk<strong>

A beautiful sunny day on Berk saw the Berk Monster Riders out on a patrol of the sea around their island. Unfortunately, it didn't seem to be going so well – because when they finally decided to stop and take a break on a cluster of sea stacks, no one was smiling.

"We missed it!" Astrid growled, slamming a hand down on Blackhawk's saddle.

"What did we miss?" asked Tuffnut, clueless as usual.

"It was headed this way," mused Hiccup. "It must have outrun us. But where could it be now?"

Inside his head, he was half-hoping for the mysterious voice to suddenly chime in with a helpful statement. That voice had already assisted him twice, so why not a third time? But no matter how hard he listened, he couldn't hear anything whispering to him in his own mind.

"Seriously, what're we looking for?" questioned Ruffnut, slumped between Queen's horns. "I'm more confused than a Jaggi at a Velociprey convention."

Irritably, Snaketail quipped, "Oh, I don't know, how about the boat full of Outcasts that we've been searching high and low for the past hour?"

Both twins brightened. "Oh yeah, I forgot about that," Ruff said. "I was too busy with my head in the clouds."

"Literally!" her brother chimed in. "Remember when you tried flying up to look for the Outcasts and got a faceful of that cloud?"

Paying no attention to the Thorston siblings' annoying banter (which happened often), Arachne shifted her weight on Rilebolt's saddle and cautiously raised her hand. "Um, how does an Outcast ship outrun our monsters? I mean… _your_ monsters and _my_ dragon?"

Hiccup opened his mouth to answer the ten-year-old's question, then stopped when he heard something. Sightless heard it too, raising his head alertly and turning back toward the source of the sound. It was like a pair of heavy wings chopping clumsily at the air, straining to lift their owner into the air. Whatever it was, it certainly wasn't trying to be stealthy.

Then, Fishlegs and Heatray appeared and landed on the sea stack nearest to Hiccup. Well… more like 'belly-flopped'.

"_That's_ how," drawled Snotlout. His words were thick with sarcasm.

"Woo!" Fishlegs cheered, patting his Gravios on the head. "We were really moving there, Heatray! So, what'd I miss?" he added.

"It's not what you missed, it's what we _all_ missed!" Snotlout yelled.

Sighing, Hiccup muttered, "Snotlout…"

"What?" Lout shot back. "I'm just calling it like I see it."

"I agree," grumbled the grumpy Grundenson girl beside him. "If we didn't have 'slow'" – she glared at Fishlegs – "and 'really, _really_ slow'" – she glared at Heatray – "holding us back, then maybe we'd have a chance to, oh I don't know, actually do what we're supposed to be doing!"

She finished her sentence in a volume equivalent to Snotlout's last outburst. When she shouted the last word, Fishlegs visibly winced.

Hiccup saw the pudgy boy grimacing and decided that a reprimand was in order. "That's enough out of you, Lout," he scolded his cousin, snappishly. "You too, Tail."

"Wow," Astrid remarked, "that was harsh."

When she caught Hiccup's exasperated look, she quickly clarified, "Oh no, not you. I was talking about them."

"Guys," Fishlegs broke in, effectively silencing the argument that was sure to follow, "I hate to admit it, but he _does_ have a point."

"Legs, please…" Hiccup began.

But he wouldn't hear it. "No, it's no big deal, Hiccup," he assured. "You guys keep looking, and Heatray and I will circle back and patrol the cliffs. You know, shore up the rear."

Uncomfortable with this turn of events, Hiccup shared a very long look with Astrid.

"Are you sure about this?" he asked at last.

"Positive!" Legs all but chirped.

Well, if he was sure, then Hiccup couldn't exactly say no to his request. Admittedly, having someone 'shoring up the rear' would actually be quite helpful. And besides, at the steady pace that Heatray flew, then maybe they had a good chance of spotting the Outcast ship.

"Okay then," he said, nodding approval. He crouched in his seat and clicked the stirrup, signaling to Sightless that he was ready to move on. But as the Gore Magala spread his wings, Hiccup suddenly remembered something. "Ah, use your monster call if you spot anything. And you have your Carapace Mace on you?"

Fishlegs grabbed his Sword and Shield and waved both the weapon and the accompanying shield above his head. "Yes. Meet you back at the village!"

And before the Chief-to-be could change his mind, the Ingerman boy had already told Heatray to take off. The Gravios jumped off the stone spire and fell maybe ten feet before her wings generated enough lift to counteract her heavy armor. Awkwardly, the two of them flew in the opposite direction as their faster-flying Monster Rider fellows.

"Wow…" remarked Fishlegs, at last allowing a frown to manifest on his face. "I thought they'd put up more of a fight than that…"

* * *

><p><strong>Berk Woods<strong>

It wasn't until they reached a big clearing in the middle of the forest did Fishlegs and Heatray land. When they did, they landed like all Gravioses landed – by falling on their wings and belly, causing the earth to shake slightly.

The clearing was empty for as far as the eye could see. There was no grass, just lots of rocks and sandy soil. Some bushes grew here and there, a few of them with plump berries hanging from their branches. It was the perfect place for Fishlegs to spend some relaxing time alone with his treasured monster companion.

"You thinking what I'm thinking, girl?" he asked, casually tossing her a small rock. Eagerly, she caught it in her jaws and crunched it up, growling in contentment.

"Yeah, you're right," Fishlegs agreed, as if she had given him an answer in Norse. "There's _plenty_ of stuff that we do better than the others. Like hovering… well, maybe not… and, well, as a Gravios, you've got some advantages that the other monsters don't…"

He frowned. Not even thinking of Heatray's good points was cheering him up. Ugh, he hated it when Snotlout was right.

"Oh, what does it matter?" he groused, half-heartedly stuffing a handful of berries into his mouth. "We're still the slowest of the group, and all that thick armor of yours only slows us down further. You're the best-flying Gravios I know, but a Gravios can't chase down an Outcast ship."

Heatray heard his despairing tone and made a comforting rumbling sound. She curled her mace-like tail around her human friend and draped a wing around him, hunkering down on the stony ground so she could sit next to him. Then for a final touch, she bent her head close to him and gave him a long lick across the face.

"Aww, you always know how to make me feel better!" Fishlegs giggled. Already, he was cheering up, and it was all thanks to the strong bond he shared with his monster. He palmed a medium-sized rock and added, "And I know how to make you feel better, too. Here's some sandstone, girl."

He tossed the rock, and she deftly caught it. Fishlegs laughed again and reached for another handful of berries. They continued like that for a couple of minutes – Legs would toss Heatray a rock, she would catch it, and then he would take another few berries before repeating the cycle. At the back of his mind, he realized that he was getting kind of full, but he was having too much fun with Heatray to notice.

That was when a low buzzing sound thrummed through the air. It got closer and closer by the minute, until it was loud enough to draw Fishlegs' attention. He looked up to try and find the source of the noise, and almost immediately found it. A rotund, brown dragon with a head as big as its body and wings that vibrated like a hummingbird's was descending on them from the air. A happy-looking grin stretched across its muzzle.

"Hmm?" wondered Fishlegs. "What's a Gronckle doing all the way out here?"

The Gronckle landed awkwardly and immediately started shoveling rocks into its mouth, growling happily as it fed itself. After a minute or so, it turned to face Fishlegs and Heatray. The Ingerman boy was surprised to see how warm and cheerful its eyes were, not showing even a trace of fear of the much bigger and more dangerous Gravios curled around her rider. In fact, it was steadily coming closer, much to Fishlegs' displeasure.

"U-Um, okay," he stammered nervously, taking a pace back. "You're… coming closer. U-Um, what would Hiccup do? O-Okay… here goes nothing…"

In an effort to coax the wild Gronkle away from him, he tossed a large rock. To his surprise, the Gronckle immediately galloped over to the stone and gulped it down. Then, it turned around and ran right at him, tongue lolling out like an overgrown puppy's.

"N-No!" squeaked Fishlegs, stumbling and falling on his rear. Leaves brushed his back when he tried to scoot away – he was stuck between the berry bushes and a potentially dangerous wild animal.

"Heatray!" the Ingerman boy cried, desperately. "Here girl! C-Come help Daddy!"

But his pleas fell on deaf ears. The sleeping mountain of a wyvern answered him with an earthshaking snore.

That was when he felt something thick, hot, and wet slide over the side of his face. Incredibly, the Gronckle wasn't dangerous at all! It was licking him in the most friendly, affectionate way possible. Perhaps it was thanking him for the delicious rock he had thrown to it.

"Huh, aren't you friendly?" Fishlegs mused, sitting up straighter and patting the dragon on the side of its chin.

The Gronckle growled in a cheerful way and wagged its stubby tail, nudging its head into the ground and causing several rocks to clatter towards Fishlegs.

"Oh, I get it!" he realized, and picked up a rock. Immediately, the Gronckle backed away and opened its mouth, ready to catch it.

Chuckling, Legs tossed the rock, and the Gronckle deftly swallowed it in one gulp. He did it again, idly reaching toward the berry bush and stuffing some of the fruits into his own mouth.

He continued feeding the friendly Gronckle, while gulping down another handful of berries… and another… and another… and another…

* * *

><p><strong>Gobber's Forge<strong>

Fishlegs was in a _much_ more miserable state when he got back to the village than when he left. Every step he took was labored and slow, and accompanied by an uncomfortable lurch from his stomach. Had those berries been poisonous? Surely not.

The Gronckle was still at his side, and she (he had determined that it was a female) was staggering around much like he was. She had lost all of her previous cheer, and was now dragging herself around like she was about to be sick. Now that Fishlegs thought about it, she _had_ been eating a little too much…

Another painful cramp twisted his insides, and Fishlegs let out a low groan as he continued on the path toward Gobber's workshop. There had to have been something wrong with those berries. He was always very careful when he ate. He couldn't have overeaten like the Gronckle had – he had just been eating handful after handful, and all of a sudden, his stomach was cramping.

Hmm… the more Fishlegs thought about it, the more he began to realize that maybe he had been overeating.

"Ugghh… Gobber…?" he called weakly, once he was near the smithy. "We need your help! This Gronckle's not feeling well…"

There was a loud clatter from inside the building, and then Gobber poked his head out of the window. "What seems ta be the problem?"

Finally reaching the building, Fishlegs put a hand on the wall to support himself and started to explain. "Heatray and I were playing with this Gronckle, and she ate too much, and now she can't seem to spit any lava. You're an expert on caring for dragons, so can you help her?"

"Aha, yeh came ta the right place!" the blacksmith crowed proudly. "Come righ' in and make yerselves at home. I'll take a look at yer dragon."

While Fishlegs settled himself on a stool to wait and observe, Gobber kneeled down on the floor and took a close look at the Gronckle. After peering at her for a couple of seconds, he reached forward and pulled her mouth open, then began to examine the inside.

"Hmm…" he hummed, the sound echoing in the Gronckle's cavernous mouth. Then she suddenly exhaled, and the rush of warm air was enough to make Gobber recoil. "Yecch! Odin's dirty diaper!"

Fishlegs flinched. "Wh-What's wrong?"

"Dragon breath…" he muttered with disgust, waving his hand in front of his nose. "I'd say she overdid it. You too, Legs. Celebratin', were ya?"

He thought back to the mood he had been in when he and Heatray had landed in that clearing in the first place. "Uh, not exactly…" he answered.

"Don't worry," Gobber assured him, walking to the back of his shop and beginning to rummage around on one of the shelves. "Ol' Gobber can fix 'er right up! Now let's see here…"

He pulled out a Longsword. "Nope…"

Then out came a serious-looking Lance. "Nope…"

His hand came out for a third time, holding something much smaller than a weapon. "Aha! Here we go!"

The burly Viking held up the item he had procured from the shelf, and Fishlegs stared at it with surprise and skepticism – it was an ordinary chicken feather. That fact didn't stop Gobber, however, who knelt back down and approached the Gronckle once again.

"Oh, come on," the pudgy boy said, shaking his head. "A feather isn't going to –"

Gobber wiggled the feather around so that the tip brushed the dragon's underside, and her front end immediately exploded, spewing lava out of her mouth like an erupting volcano.

In mere seconds, it was over. Fishlegs and Gobber awkwardly crouched on the same stool, their legs pulled up so that they wouldn't accidentally step in the lava. Now that the Gronckle was feeling better, there was enough lava covering the floor for a person to bathe in – not that anyone would ever try it, of course.

"Whoa!" Fishlegs exclaimed, eyes bugging. "… Um, sorry about your shop. I've never seen a Gronckle make so much lava before, or any lava of this color. It's weird…"

Indeed, the molten rock that slowly oozed over the ground, burning and melting anything it touched, was of a strange hue and consistency. Fishlegs had seen many Gronckles spit lava, but this kind was much more reddish-orange than usual.

Deciding that he would worry about it later, he held the feather out to Gobber invitingly. "Okay, tickle at will!"

With a disgusted grunt, Gobber pushed his hand away. "Keep yer tunic on, boy," he scoffed. "I only do dragons."

* * *

><p><strong>Village Plaza<strong>

Later that afternoon, the villagers milling about the plaza looked up expectantly when they heard the wingbeats of a Gore Magala coming toward the village. They weren't disappointed when they saw Hiccup and Sightless appear over the roof of a building, followed by all of the other monsters. The Monster Riders and their leader circled the plaza once each, then landed and hopped off of their monsters.

Hiccup spared the smithy a glance. There was Heatray just outside the main entrance, taking a nap in the noonday sun. That definitely meant that the Ingerman that he was hoping to find was nearby.

Right before he could call out for his friend, Fishlegs himself walked out of the forge with a smile on his face.

"Oh, look who's back!" he greeted, clapping Hiccup on the back. "I heard you guys coming from inside Gobber's place. So, did you find your Outcast ship?"

"Do you _see_ an Outcast ship?" Snotlout shot back, rudely.

"Lout, remember what Hiccup said," warned Astrid. She tapped her foot and sent him a glare that effectively shushed him.

"What Snotlout means," Snaketail said to Fishlegs, "is that no, we didn't find it."

Arachne walked over, her Smothering Smokebreath named Cuddles perched in his usual spot on her shoulder. The tiny dragon suddenly opened his mouth and let out a belch, which took the form of a large cloud of grey fog.

"I'm sure we will next time, though!" the ten-year-old added optimistically. Without losing her bright smile, she fanned Cuddles' smoke away from her face.

Hiccup was about to reply when he caught a bright, gleaming flash of silver from out of the corner of his eye. He immediately turned around to check out the fascinating phenomenon. He had never, ever seen something so bright. There in front of his shop was Gobber, and he was waving an odd-looking dagger around. It was the dagger's blade that had reflected the light so intensely.

"Hey Gobber!" the Haddock boy called, waving his mentor over. "What's up?"

A smirk on his face, Gobber met up with the riders, holding the blade out for all to see. Smugly, he asked, "Do yeh know what this is?"

Instantly, Tuffnut's hand went up. "Oh, oh, don't tell me! Don't tell me!"

"A sword?" guessed Ruff.

"I _said_ don't tell me!" Tuff yelled, shoving his sister.

"I wasn't telling _you_!" she yelled back, slugging him in the gut.

Everyone automatically tuned out the sounds of the Thorston twins getting into another of their brawls. Privately, Hiccup was surprised that they didn't try fighting each other while on patrol. He could see it now, the twins yelling and cursing as they flew atop their Lunastra and Teostra, poking at each other with their Lances.

There was a nudge on his shoulder. It was Sightless, apparently sensing that his human companion had spaced out. Idly, Hiccup patted the Gore Magala's smooth head and paid attention to what Gobber was saying.

"This ain't just any dagger," the blacksmith claimed, tossing it from hand to hand. He then threw it to Astrid, who expertly caught the weapon's handle. "Feel it! I made it out of that strange lava the Gronckle left in me smithy."

"You made this out of Gronckle lava?" the Hofferson girl inquired curiously. She brought the blade up to eye level, then, apparently satisfied, she gave it to Arachne so the younger girl could have a look.

"I prefer to call it Gronckle _iron_," corrected Gobber, folding his arms. "I got tired of waitin' for it to cool. You know wha' I always say – pound it while it's hot! Next thing yeh know, bing bang boom, an' I've created this li'l beauty."

"Wow, how amazing is that?!" squealed Fishlegs.

Another hand was raised, this one belonging to Snaketail. "Question," said the Grundenson girl. "What was a Gronckle doing in your forge?"

When Gobber raised his eyebrow and gave Fishlegs a significant look, the boy giggled nervously and hid his hands behind his back.

"Legs, what did you do?" Tail asked, suspicious.

Like he was attempting to change the subject, Fishlegs rapidly asked, "S-So, how about that sword, huh? What do you think, cool right?"

Arachne hummed uncertainly. "It's pretty, but… too light," she told him. "It'd never hold up in battle. Right, Astrid?"

She brushed her blonde hair out of her eyes and beamed proudly at the little Philston girl, pleased to see that their combat practice had taught her something.

"Exactly what I thought!" Gobber chuckled at Arachne, taking the blade back from her. "Tha' is, until I did this…!"

Without any warning whatsoever, he turned around and swung the sword with blinding speed right at Snotlout. Reflexively, he removed his Steel Uragaan jaw Hammer and held it up in front of him like a shield. The Gronckle iron-made dagger shone so brightly in the sunlight that it left a trail of light behind as it cut straight through the Hammer's handle and consequently sliced it in two.

"Whoa," said Arachne. That summed it up.

"Nice swing," Hiccup complimented.

Bitterly, Snotlout picked up the two halves of his Hammer and muttered something obscene under his breath.

"Is there any left?" Astrid asked, suddenly enthusiastic. "I've been thinking about a new pair of Dual Blades."

"New helmets!" the twins cheered.

They promptly shared a head-bash, their helmets colliding with a dull *thunk*. Ruff and Tuff then backed away from each other, woozily wobbling around as the impact started to affect their heads.

"Ours are pretty banged up from… banging them…" slurred Tuffnut, giving the others a dazed grin.

A sly look in her eyes as she regarded him, Snaketail opened her mouth to give Tuff a comment, but Hiccup predicted that they probably didn't want to hear what came out of her mouth, and thusly stopped her with a shake of his head.

Meanwhile, Gobber was pleased that the teens were so excited by his new discovery. "Sure thing!" he told Astrid and the Thorstons. "An' Hiccup, it'd go well with tha' fancy new Bug Staff or what have you."

"Insect Glaive, actually," corrected Hiccup, then nodded. "And actually, that was exactly what I was thinking. That 'Gronckle iron' of yours could make it stronger and lighter."

Hearing the enthusiasm in his rider's voice, Sightless let out a short scream and cheerfully bumped his rider's arm, flapping his cape excitedly.

Miffed, Snotlout held up his broken weapon with an unamused expression and spoke up, "Excuse me. Why don't you start by making me a new Hammer?"

"Why don't yeh start by gettin' in line?" Gobber sniped at him.

At first, Hiccup chuckled at the blacksmith's way of shooting Lout down. Then the full impact of what he had said hit him all of a sudden, and he narrowed his eyes.

"Wait… what do you mean by 'line'?" he wondered.

* * *

><p><strong>Gobber's Forge<strong>

"Oh," the Haddock boy said. "_That_ line."

Indeed, there was a long line of Vikings that stretched across the plaza, starting directly outside Gobber's forge. All of the men and women were clamoring animatedly as they waited not-so-patiently for their orders to be delivered.

Hiccup walked passed the line and entered the forge, only to see Gobber, Fishlegs, and a brown Gronckle all hard at work. Upon being asked, Hiccup decided that he wasn't busy at the moment and could definitely lend a helping hand. With his help, the Gronckle iron-made weapons and accessories could get to their customers' waiting hands a lot quicker.

"The whole village has heard about that Gronckle of yers, Fishlegs!" remarked Gobber, banging away at the anvil. "They all want a piece of the action."

Putting down the tools with which he was working, Hiccup held up his new Insect Glaive up to the light. The blade was now fiery red-and-orange, while the staff was covered in silver and gold scales, courtesy of Silversol and his Gold Rathian mate. Obviously, the scales had been shed, not taken off by force. Either way, Hiccup's glaive looked absolutely fantastic. And that was just the outside – underneath the scales was a thin layer of Gronckle iron to add to its sturdiness.

"This Gronckle iron is going to do wonders for my Insect Glaive," the Chief-to-be said to himself, shivering with delight and anticipation.

"I know, right?!" cried Fishlegs, beside himself with enthusiasm. "How great _is_ this stuff?!"

"So, what kind of rocks did you feed her?" asked Hiccup curiously.

Fishlegs blanched. "Well, uh, actually, I can't tell you."

From his position at the anvil, Gobber joined the conversation with a raised eyebrow. "Really?" he skeptically replied. "An' how's that?"

"Um, trade secret," Legs answered. "Heh, you know. If I told you, I'd have to mace you!" He took a nearby mace and pretended to hit something with it, giggling nervously.

The Gronckle, currently taking a short nap on the floor, let out a laughter-like growl as well. However, whether or not she actually knew what they were talking about was questionable.

About to say something, Hiccup's voice abruptly died in his throat when he heard someone calling to him from across the plaza. He slipped out the door and immediately spotted Astrid running at full tilt toward him. When she reached him, she took a couple of seconds to catch her breath before spilling what she had to say.

"Hiccup!" she half-gasped. "The sentries say they saw another Outcast boat! We have to go after it!"

Without any hesitation, the Haddock boy nodded understandingly. "On it! You coming, Legs?"

"I'd love to, Hiccup," he replied, then pointed to the long lineup of Vikings waiting for their Gronckle iron. "But, as you can see, I'm pretty busy here."

Understandingly, Hiccup was quite disappointed. Under ordinary circumstances, he would have chalked his friend's reluctance to come along up to Snotlout's heckling earlier that day. But this wasn't an ordinary circumstances. Gobber legitimately needed Fishlegs' help with his work.

"Okay then…" he finally said. "Thanks anyway, Legs. Sightless, let's go!" he added in a shout, and the Gore Magala leapt out of nowhere to scoop his rider onto his back and gallop away to meet with the other riders.

Astrid whistled for Blackhawk, and the purple bird wyvern appeared just as quickly as Sightless had to take her human companion toward the academy.

Fishlegs watched them go. Privately, part of him wanted to hop aboard Heatray and join them, but he knew he couldn't do that. Right now, there was someone who needed him more than Hiccup did.

Time flew as the customers came and went. With each new order, Fishlegs would tickle the Gronckle's belly with the feather to get her to cough up more lava, which Gobber would collect and rapidly shape into a weapon or helmet. More and more Vikings walked away from the smithy happily toting their new possessions, and the line grew smaller but never went away entirely.

Several projects later, Gobber stood up from where he was working at the forge, wiping his sweaty brow. "We're gettin' low on Gronckle iron, Fishlegs," he told the Ingerman boy. "Whyn't yeh make some more magic fer the customers?"

Nodding happily, Fishlegs knelt down with his feather in hand. He approached the Gronckle for the umpteenth time that day and began to tickle, hearing that familiar rumbling inside the dragon's gut that meant something was about to come out – but this time, instead of a huge puddle of hot lava, out came a couple of metallic spheres that could have easily sat together in the palm of Fishlegs' hand.

… Heck, they could have sat together in _Arachne's_ hand.

Needless to say, Gobber was not impressed. "An' what am I supposed to do with _that_, Gronckle? Make someone a fetchin' pair o' indestructible earrings?"

"Ooh, ooh!"

"Not gonna happen, Gunnar!" the blacksmith snapped, sending a sharp glare out the window.

The Gronckle looked down with heavy-lidded eyes and growled apologetically. She didn't know what she had done to make them so disappointed – but what could she do? They wanted lava, right? Well, she was all out of it at the moment.

Fishlegs patted the dragon on the head, assuring her that it wasn't her fault. After all, they were bound to run out of material eventually.

He turned around and found Gobber staring down at him. Timidly, he quailed.

"Alright, boy, I think it's time yeh let me in on yer 'trade secret'," said Gobber. There would be no room for argument.

* * *

><p><strong>Secret Cave<strong>

As it turned out, the Outcast boat that had been frustrating the Monster Riders all day was practically right under their noses. On the other side of the island, where the forest made way for the ocean cliffs, Savage and a small group of Outcasts climbed down from their ship and entered the cave.

The cave was actually more of an entrance to a huge network of tunnels that had been dug underneath Berk. When a rogue Najarala had visited the island, its burrowing had produced all these subterranean passageways. As part of his plan to destroy Berk, Alvin had told his pet Whispering Death, Nightshade, to help the snake wyvern dig.

Savage raised his torch once he had walked deep enough into the tunnel. The light from the flame illuminated the cave ceiling, where a flock of bat-winged serpents could be seen flitting about. Then, when he lowered the torch again, he saw huge – but not yet full-grown – snake wyverns slithering across the cave floor.

"Alvin's plan is working!" he exclaimed with sadistic glee. "When these Najaralas and Whispering Deaths are fully grown, Berk will be destroyed!"

"Savage, look!"

The cry came from farther down the tunnel. Savage and his posse rushed toward the voice and quickly came across another Outcast standing in front of a humongous wall. Upon closer inspection, though, it was revealed that the wall wasn't stone. Rather, it was covered with _scales_.

When Savage stepped back, the light from his torch revealed the entire thing. It was a gigantic monster's muzzle, long and rather flat like a snake's. On the side was a crusty orange eye that didn't move, not even when an Outcast poked it. On top, there were numerous black scales that looked uncomfortably like sharp blades. But the most shocking thing about it was its size – as big as a Barroth.

"Their tunnelin' must have dug this thing out!" the Outcast went on, pointing toward the top of the monster's head. "It looks almost ten feet above my head! What do you think it is?"

"I've never seen anything quite like that before…" Savage murmured, carefully scrutinizing the unmoving beast. "…or anything quite that _size_…"

He looked again at the monster's dull eye, and quickly turned away, shivering. It seemed like it was staring right at him.

"Is it still alive?" another Outcast asked.

"I'm not sticking around to find out," replied Savage, booking it out of the tunnel and trying to get the images out of his head.

_But if that thing is still alive, and decides to wake up,_ he couldn't help but think, _then Berk will surely not last long._

* * *

><p><strong>Funny thing, readers. When Tuffnut made the comment about banging up his helmet, I almost had Snaketail say something, but the remark in mind was probably way too inappropriate for a T-rated story.<strong>

**So yes, Meatlug finally appears in this chapter. It didn't take me long to write it, mostly because I want to get this episode out of the way so I can write more exciting ones.**

**Also, I **_**just**_** found out that they released new "Race to the Edge" episodes! I'm going to have to watch them and figure out how to put the Monster Hunter twist on them!**

**Coming up soon – the next chapter! Please review!**


	54. Chapter 54

_**Chapter 25**_

_**The Iron Gronckle Part 2**_

* * *

><p><strong>Berk Woods<strong>

With no other choice but to go along with Gobber's wishes, Fishlegs found himself dejectedly leading the way toward the clearing where he had first met his Gronckle friend. He sighed as he trekked through the forest, dreading having to tell Gobber the truth – that he had no idea what kind of rock that produced Gronckle iron once it had been digested by said dragon.

The blacksmith himself wasn't helping. He was as cheerful as could be, pushing an empty wheelbarrow as he followed Fishlegs through the woods, whistling a merry tune that seemed to coincide with the squeaking of the wheelbarrow's front wheel. He seemed confident that Fishlegs could lead him to the source of the ever-popular Gronckle iron, and they'd be back in business.

Unfortunately, that wasn't how the Ingerman boy was feeling at all.

Finally, the two of them made it past the trees and into the clearing. Fishlegs looked around at the familiar landscape and gulped, wondering how he was going to get out of this one. Gobber, on the other hand, scanned the area and nodded to himself, apparently impressed with the sheer number of rocks that lay around on the ground for the taking.

"Okay, this is it," Fishlegs informed him.

Setting the wheelbarrow down, Gobber replied, "Right, let's load it up. Care ta tell me which one o' these is the wondrous rock?"

There was a pause as Fishlegs considered his options. Option #1 was running away screaming, Option #2 was bluffing his way out, and Option #3 was coming clean. Because the third was too humiliating and the first probably wouldn't get him very far, he took the second of his three choices.

"With pleasure!" the husky boy said, bending down to pick up a rock. "Okay… no, not that one…"

He tossed it and kept looking. "That one kind of resembles…"

More rocks flew through the air as Fishlegs continued to search. He picked up one of the bigger stones, sweat sliding profusely down his forehead, and considered, "Hmm, wait a minute. I-It could be…"

"Yeh don't know, do yeh?" Gobber interrupted, one eyebrow raised.

"Of course I do!" protested Fishlegs. He twiddled his fingers nervously. "It's just, well, rocks can be very… y-you know…"

Skeptically, the older of the two replied, "No, I don't. Tell me."

Perhaps going down a road that wouldn't end favorably, Fishlegs' mouth nevertheless kept on moving of its own accord. He explained, "H-Heatray and I were emotional that day, and we were really having fun with Meatlug –"

"'Meatlug'?" Gobber cut him off again, eyebrow traveling even further upwards.

Fishlegs blushed. "O-Okay, so I named the Gronckle… a-anyway, w-we were feeding her a lot of rocks. She was eating everything in sight!"

Recalling how the Ingerman boy had come to his forge with a sore stomach, Gobber quipped, "_She_ was?"

Another pause, this one with even thicker silence.

"Fine, I don't know what rock makes Gronckle iron!" Fishlegs burst out in a despaired wail. "I'm a failure, a liar, a fraud! Is that you wanted to hear?!" He raised his voice to a shout, crying out, "_Are you happy now_?!"

He stopped mid-yell when he felt Gobber's meaty hands clamp themselves over his shoulders. Instantly, his mouth closed, and his panicked expression became one of shock.

"Get a grip on yerself!" demanded Gobber. He shook the boy violently as if to snap him back to his senses. "Listen ta me!"

"A-Alright…" Legs squeaked.

Palming a good-sized rock before casually tossing it into the wheelbarrow, Gobber calmly explained, "We just pick up as many different rocks as we can find. We'll try 'em one at a time and eventually we'll land on the winner."

Now Fishlegs' face was past shock and beginning to show signs of relief. It was amazing how reassuring Gobber could be at times.

"Promise…?" he asked, tentatively.

"I'm _sure_," said Gobber.

Together, the pair set to work. It was strange, but as Fishlegs continued to put differently-shaped and colored rocks into the wheelbarrow, he started to feel kind of excited. The more he thought about it, the more he realized that Gobber's idea could work.

* * *

><p><strong>Berk Monster Academy<strong>

A scream could be heard over the Berk Monster Academy, heralding the return of Hiccup and the Monster Riders. Sightless was the first through the gate, folding his cloak-like wings over his back as he landed. The other monsters followed, and the human teens dismounted, all of them with sullen looks on their faces.

"Well, _that_ was a complete waste of time," muttered Hiccup.

"Not a single Outcast boat found!" exclaimed Astrid, incredulous. "And we doubled back over the same area _five times_!"

"Really?" Tuffnut asked, his brow wrinkling with confusion. "That was the same place? It looked so different…"

"That's because you were flying upside-down, you muttonhead," Arachne huffed, shaking her head.

Tuff's brow cleared up. "Oh yeah. That was fun, though."

"Totally agreed," Ruff grinned at him.

His eyes raised to the wire ceiling of the academy, Hiccup thought back to their failed mission. "That wasn't the only problem we had," he mused, tapping his fingers against the handle of his Insect Glaive as he remembered. "Some of the areas we flew in required some tricky maneuvers. They really consumed a lot of our time – not to mention speed."

"You're telling me!" agreed Snaketail. "It took Twinhorn five minutes to smash through that one archway. If we had had another monster to help her, we could have caught up to the ship."

The Diablos laid down on the floor beside her, grunting in agreement. Her head was actually aching from all that ramming she had done.

"Like Heatray!" suggested Arachne, adding her own thoughts onto Snaketail's last remark. "If only Fishlegs had been there to help."

Snotlout rolled his eyes. "Oh, come on! You can't be talking about _him_, can you?"

"Oh no, not _him_!" Tuff gasped. Then he nudged his sister and loudly whispered, "Hey, who are they talking about?"

"I have no idea," she whispered back, even more loudly. "But he sounds important, so it's definitely not you."

"You muttonheads!" yelled Astrid. The mission had left her tired, and she was fed up with their stupidity. "We're talking about Fishlegs! Arachne even _said his name_!"

"Oh," the Thorstons chorused.

Smiling, Snaketail approached Tuff and wrapped her arms around his shoulders. "Isn't he _dreamy~_?"

With a sigh, Hiccup tentatively pulled the Grundenson girl away from the object of her affection. He was seriously considering the possibility that their visit to Outcast Island had somehow left her mentally insane.

Once he was sure that the now-pouting Snaketail was at a safe distance and wasn't likely to keep bothering Tuff, Hiccup gave Arachne a nod and told the group, "She's right. We're a team, and on a team, everyone has a role to play – no matter how useless it may seem at first. Yeah, so Fishlegs might hold us back sometimes, but he's still a part of us."

"We're all important," Astrid added, also giving Arachne a nod of her own. "When one of us is missing, it's just not the same without him… or her."

The Philston girl was beaming from the praise that Hiccup and Astrid had given her.

"Next time we go looking for Outcasts, we'll be sure to bring Fishlegs along," the Haddock boy stated, to the rest of the group's general agreement.

"It's your fault," Snotlout accused, pointing a finger at his cousin. "You made him quit."

Considering that it had in fact been the pig-headed Jorgenson boy that had driven Fishlegs away with his less-than-polite complaints, Hiccup's sudden outburst of rage was completely understandable.

So, Snotlout ended up the majority of the day rubbing a bruise on his head, put there courtesy of a blow from the blunt end of a certain someone's Insect Glaive.

* * *

><p><strong>Gobber's Forge<strong>

It took _forever_, but Fishlegs and Gobber managed to push their wheelbarrow – which now carried a stack of rocks as tall as Stoick the Vast and as heavy as a Khezu – all the way back to the smithy, where the long line of Vikings waiting for Gronckle iron had only grown in the time they had been away.

Several of the waiting Vikings perked up a little when they saw that Fishlegs and Gobber had returned. The two of them lugged their rocks into the workshop and, with huge sighs of relief, dropped the wheelbarrow. The stones clattered against each other, threatening to topple over and make a huge mess of the smithy. Fortunately, they didn't.

Meatlug, the Gronckle that Fishlegs had named, got up from the nap she was having and become very energetic at the sight of the huge mound of stone they had brought.

"Wow!" the Ingerman boy exclaimed. "She's so excited, she doesn't know where to start!"

Chuckling, Gobber plucked a stone from off the top of the pile and said, "May I suggest some sandstone for an appetizer?"

He promptly tossed it to the Gronckle, and she leapt up and caught it flawlessly. From just outside the forge, Heatray cracked an eye open and watched them feed the dragon with interest.

"Good girl, Meatlug!" squealed Fishlegs. "Oh, you're just like Heatray, aren't you?"

Instead of responding, Meatlug spat up a large puddle of lava onto the floor. Quickly, Gobber collected it and tried forging something out of it. But he had only been working for a few minutes when the lava started to turn clear and brittle, like glass. Holding up the shapeless mass with his tongs, the burly blacksmith gave it a very dismissive glance.

"Eh, worthless," he muttered, tossing it to the back of the shop. Everyone present heard the tinkle of broken glass hitting the floor. "Let's try – oh, I like this one."

Gobber took another rock from the pile, holding it up to the light to examine it. "Shiny, like Gronckle iron!" he commented.

When he threw the stone, Meatlug indiscriminately chomped down on it and swallowed it whole.

"Heh," Gobber chuckled. "Typical Gronckle. Never seen one turn down a boulder."

But Fishlegs was frowning, noticing that the air in the smithy was beginning to grow thicker and harder to breathe. Also, he was starting to sweat – not with nervousness this time.

"Is it just me, or is it getting hot in here?" he wondered, fanning himself.

"Now that yeh mention it…" muttered Gobber.

Both of them looked down at Meatlug. She had her eyes squeezed shut and she was trembling violently. Also, her belly was starting to glow a very alarming shade of red.

"_She's gonna burst_!" Gobber yelled. He grabbed the feather lying on his workbench and shoved it into Fishlegs' hands. "Tickle! Tickle, Legs, before she blows us all to Valhalla!"

Trying to keep his breathing even in the intense heat radiating from the Gronckle, the Ingerman boy crouched down and started wildly rubbing the feather against her underside. The source of the heat was so close to his face that he grimaced with pain, worrying that he might get a serious burn just by remaining nearby. As he tickled Meatlug, the feather kept bursting into flames, which were quickly blown out by his increasingly-rapid breaths.

"I'm trying!" he gasped, barely able to breathe between the heat and his own huffing and puffing.

Finally, after several tense and suspenseful seconds had passed, Meatlug made a gagging sound in her throat. A super-hot lump of rock was ejected from her mouth, glowing bright crimson. Meatlug stopped shaking and went back to normal, and the insufferable heat died down.

All of the breath in Gobber's and Fishlegs' lungs rushed out in heavy, relieved sighs.

A sheepish smile on his face, Legs poked his head out the window to address the crowd of Vikings. "Sorry, everyone, false alarm!" he giggled. "Anyone have suggestions? I-I'm open."

The response was immediate.

"This is outrageous!" one Viking yelled, angrily.

"Somethin' must be done!" another shouted.

More hollers and demands reached Fishlegs' ears. At that moment, he really wished that he hadn't left the Monster Riders in the first place.

* * *

><p>Just as the pudgy monster enthusiast was thinking about his friends, they appeared on the other side of the plaza. Instantly, they noticed the furious crowd of unsatisfied and potentially bloodthirsty customers outside Gobber's forge. They were no longer lined up, but crowded at the window.<p>

Hiccup squinted. He could barely make out Fishlegs from behind all the horned helmets and giant beards.

"There he is!" the Haddock boy told his friends. "What're we going to do about this?"

"I could pound on him until he agrees to come back!" Snotlout volunteered, smashing his fist into his palm threateningly.

Sarcastically, Astrid quipped, "Or we could just, I don't know – _ask_ him, maybe?"

"What's wrong with the pounding idea?" asked Tuffnut, innocently. "I like pounding. Pounding, pound cake, measuring my weight in pounds…"

"Wait, _you_ can measure your weight in pounds?" Arachne gasped, interrupting the Thorston boy.

"Yeah," he told her. "Trust me, it's harder than it looks."

Hiccup cupped his hands over his mouth and shouted with all his might, hoping to be heard over the angry Vikings – "Fishlegs!"

Unfortunately, that made things worse, as evidenced by the way the crowd started chanting.

"_Fishlegs! Fishlegs! Fishlegs!_"

Inside the smithy, the boy whose name they were chanting suddenly backed away from the window and started to turn pale.

"Yeh know," Gobber remarked, idly, "I once saw a Viking mob turn on one'a their own. Tore the poor bugger limb from limb. Started jus' like this."

Fishlegs was definitely not encouraged by the unhelpful comment. "No, no no no…" he said over and over, beginning to give in to panic. "We fed Meatlug so many different rocks! I can't figure it out!"

As if sensing the Ingerman boy's state of worry, the Gronckle in question growled concernedly. Or perhaps she was still hungry.

But suddenly, Fishlegs' face lit up as he arrived at an epiphany. "Wait a minute. That's it!"

Appearing again at the window, he silenced the crowd and called excitedly, "Hold onto your tunics, folks! You want Gronckle iron? You got it!"

The Berkians started muttering amongst themselves as Fishlegs turned away from the window and headed back to the wheelbarrow. This time, he took, not one, but several rocks in his hands and lugging them over to Meatlug, so to speak.

"I like yer enthusiasm in the face of imminent dismemberment," Gobber told him. "Fer yer sake, yeh'd better be backin' it up with a plan."

"I am indeed," he replied, holding the rocks in the crook of one arm and tossing them to Meatlug one-by-one. "It must have been a _combination_ of rocks that makes Gronckle iron. That's the only explanation."

Gobber nodded to himself, understanding his logic. Fishlegs kept on feeding the different stones to Meatlug, watching each one disappear into her mouth in less than a second.

"Heh," chuckled Gobber. "No matter what kinda rock it is, she just gulps it down. Reminds me of me mum. Did I ever tell yeh about the time I moved her in with me goat?"

"Unfortunately," Legs responded, emptying the last of the rocks into Meatlug's mouth.

At least for a few moments, nothing particularly special happened. But just then, Meatlug stiffened, and a strange sound began to vibrate through the workshop – a low, droning hum, the kind of noise you'd expect to give a splitting headache if exposed to it long enough.

Upon hearing the hum, Fishlegs stiffened just as Meatlug had, frightened. "Wh-What's happening?"

The strangeness was only getting started. The hum never stopped, and Meatlug never settled down – if anything, it looked like she was starting to shiver. That was when Gobber's tongs, which were behind held firmly in his grip, suddenly shot free _of its own accord_ and stuck to Meatlug's flank!

"Did yeh see _that_?!" Gobber shouted, incredulous. He was staring at his open palm in shock. "Pulled it right outta me hand!"

Before Fishlegs could say anything, several metallic objects lying around the shop started to vibrate, making clattering sounds as they did so. Without any warning aside from their sudden movement, the various objects – including a shield, a helmet, and a knife – rocketed through the air and attached themselves firmly to Meatlug.

The Gronckle made a noise that passed for a yelp, eyes wide and wings fluttering agitatedly.

"Her skin is attracting the metal!" gasped Legs. "Hmm, how fascinating. The Book of Monsters mentions an elder dragon with that kind of ability. It's able to pull metal objects toward it and use them as –"

"Fishlegs!"

The blacksmith's shout brought the Ingerman boy right back out of his thoughts. The nearby shelf was starting to shake because of all the weapons it was displaying – _metal_ weapons. They were vibrating so hard, trying to get to Meatlug, that they were causing the entire shelf to move.

"Meatlug, no!" cried Fishlegs. Thinking fast, he grabbed a nearby shield and jumped between the dragon and the shelf, right at the moment the weapons freed themselves and flew forward with their pointy ends aimed at them.

A huge roar came from outside the forge. Heatray had woken up upon hearing her rider's distressed scream and was ready to help. Lava spewed from her mouth, taking the form of a beam that completely incinerated the weapons before they had any chance of impaling Fishlegs.

"Whew, thanks girl!" he exclaimed, wiping his forehead.

Then the shield in his hand slipped out of his grasp and stuck to Meatlug. That was the last straw – the Gronckle stampeded out of the forge, terrified out of her wits. More metal objects, including several weapons, flew after her when she passed them on her way out the door, starting perhaps the strangest chase in the history of Berk.

"Come on, Heatray!" Legs said, hopping aboard the saddle. "We gotta catch that Gronckle!"

Rumbling in agreement, the Gravios started forward, taking lumbering strides that resembled a fast walk more than anything else. But even though she wasn't the speediest monster ever, her pace still kept the runaway dragon in sight, at least for now.

"Listen to the sound of my voice, Meatlug!" Fishlegs called after her. "Calm down and come back, please!"

But it was no use. The urgency in his voice only served to encourage the Gronckle, and she ran faster. She was rapidly approaching the edge of the village, heading toward the safety of the forest. The weapons, of course, followed.

That is, until Hiccup stepped onto the scene. "Sightless, virus blast!"

A ball of black fire was launched from the Gore Magala's jaws and nailed the pursuing weapons, obliterating them. Meatlug didn't notice, though – all she heard was the sound of the virus blast exploding, and it goaded her into doubling her pace. She altered her course away from the forest, and instead galloped down the path that led to the hill where the Haddock house was located.

"Nice shot, bud," Hiccup complimented Sightless, who let out a short scream of thanks.

Heatray came to a stop right next to the Gore Magala and scrawny Chief-to-be. A desperate-looking Fishlegs was perched on top of her back, so desperate-looking, in fact, that it made him instantly pay attention to the words that were already pouring out of his mouth.

"Hiccup, thank Odin!" he cried. "You have to help Meatlug – I'll explain later!" he added, before he had to explain the reasoning behind his choice to name the dragon. "I don't know what's wrong with her! She suddenly started attracting metal and she's really scared!"

Attracting metal? Hiccup frowned. He had never heard of such a thing. Well, except for the Book of Monsters, which described an elder dragon called Rukodiora that could draw metal toward it for use as projectile weapons. But there was no time for reminiscing – right now, there was a rampant Gronckle that could probably do some serious harm to itself and the village with its new ability.

"Okay then," he agreed. "Snotlout, herd her away from town!"

Happening to still be nearby, the Jorgenson boy saluted and quickly mounted his Tigrex. The pseudowyvern let out a roar and swiftly charged down the path that Meatlug had taken.

Soon, Snotsnarl had caught up to the fleeing dragon with his superior running speed. When he got close, he pounced, leaping high into the air and landing right in front of Meatlug, startling her into stopping in her tracks. Turning around to face her, Snotsnarl opened his maw and roared loudly enough to blow blades of grass out of the ground.

"You're all mine, big boy!" Lout declared, triumphantly.

Snotsnarl leapt forward, powerful claws outstretched with the intention of grabbing Meatlug and holding her still.

"Wait! Heel!" Fishlegs could be heard calling.

The Tigrex obeyed what he believed to be an order directed at him, stopping his pounce short. Meatlug yelped with fright and sped off toward the forest, still covered in several different objects from her mishap in the forge. Meanwhile, Snotlout was thrown right off of Snotsnarl's back thanks to the suddenness with which the monster stopped, and flew into a barrel full of fish.

Hiccup and Sightless chose that moment to appear. The Gore Magala flew over the nearest rooftop and landed on the path next to Snotsnarl. Fishlegs and Heatray also came lumbering down the path to join them. Flapping their wings slightly, the monsters eyed Meatlug as her tail vanished amongst the trees in the distance, ready for their riders' orders to give chase.

"We'll handle it from here, Lout," Hiccup told his cousin assuredly.

"I meant to do that, you know," he replied, sticking his head out from the pile of raw fish.

Sightless took flight, and Heatray stayed on the ground, both of them heading for the forest to help their riders search for the rogue Gronckle.

* * *

><p><strong>Berk Woods<strong>

Hiccup could hear the crashing and snapping sounds ahead of him as he steered Sightless through the woods. It sounded like the Gronckle was still on the move, and she was intentionally ramming into trees and bushes in order to relieve herself of the metallic items that were covering her scales.

_Come on, Sightless, faster!_ Hiccup was thinking to himself. _Whoever this 'Meatlug' is, she's obviously important to Fishlegs… and anyway, we can't have a metal-attracting dragon running free on the island. It'd cause chaos for the village! But wait, does this have something to do with the Gronckle iron Gobber was forging earlier?_

A low-hanging branch promptly punished Hiccup for not paying attention by slapping him painfully across the face.

At the same time, Sightless started to stumble as more and more obstacles appeared under his feet, like shrubs and logs. He never stopped running, but he definitely slowed down as he started watching his feet for potential hazards.

"The trees are getting too thick!" observed Hiccup. He raised his voice and called back to Fishlegs, who was behind him, "Let's try to get ahead of her and cut off her escape route!"

"Fine by me!" the larger of the two boys called back.

With a single stroke of his wings, Sightless rocketed into the air, knocking aside stray leaves and branches from the nearby trees. Cape fully spread, the Gore Magala soared over the forest unobstructed, a black shape amidst the clear blue sky. Below, Hiccup could see the trees shaking as Meatlug continued to run mindlessly and with no destination in mind.

_She's heading for a cliff!_ he realized, seeing that the ocean was not too far away from the runaway dragon's current path.

There was a clearing ahead, right where the cliff ended. Hiccup steered Sightless down toward the little patch of light green grass against the dark green sea below them. Right before they landed – and they landed quite dramatically, with Sightless' feet making a satisfyingly loud crashing sound and his cloak fully spread – Meatlug reached the edge of the cliff, shaking in her proverbial boots with fear. Or perhaps she was still buzzing with all the metal-attracting energy still vibrating through her.

"Hey there, Gronckle…" Hiccup spoke soothingly, as if he hadn't come flying in on the unholy offspring of contagion and plague itself.

Of course, his words didn't exactly calm the terrified reptile down. Not when there was a much larger and fiercer reptile in the vicinity.

"It's alright… uh, Meatlug," continued Hiccup, hesitantly. "I-I know you're kinda freaked out by now, but we're here to help you. There's nothing to be afraid of… we're gonna figure out what's wrong with you, but… but you have to stay still."

Meatlug didn't exactly comply, not in such a state of fear. Her eyes only widened, and she took a trembling step back. It was clear that she was afraid of what she didn't understand.

"Easy, girl," Hiccup kept talking. He slid off of Sightless' back and walked forward, slowly and nonthreateningly, his arms outstretched to make him appear more inviting. "We're not going to hurt you!"

"_Hiccup_!" came the unexpected voice.

Just then, Fishlegs came jogging out of the trees on foot, Heatray following him close behind. Much like his new dragon friend, he had a panic-stricken look on his face.

"Not now, Legs!" Hiccup called back, still approaching Meatlug.

"No, you don't understand!" he insisted.

"Not _now_, Legs!" the Haddock boy repeated, more firmly.

"Your leg!"

Fishlegs' yell made Hiccup pause and rethink what he was doing.

At the same time, he felt his prosthetic start to vibrate.

With a startled shout, Hiccup fell painfully onto his back with his artificial leg held straight out as if he had slipped on something. The second he hit the ground, an invisible force latched onto the limb and pulled it with a strength beyond that of any Viking, dragging the shocked Hiccup along with it. He only stopped when his prosthetic attached itself to Meatlug's belly.

Sighing, he muttered, "I can't believe I forgot about that… the ol' metal leg."

That was when Meatlug took off. First the tongs, then the tools, the shield, and now a whole human boy – things were getting far too strange for her. There she went, past the cliff and out over the open water, with the Chief-to-be dangling upside-down from underneath her.

"Where are you going?!" Fishlegs called.

"I have absolutely no idea!" Hiccup called back. "Again!"

And just like that, he and Meatlug were a speck in the distance.

"_Hiccup!_" cried Fishlegs, to no avail. He lowered his outstretched hand and said to himself, "Oh, where are Arachne and the others when I need them?"

* * *

><p><strong>Meanwhile<strong>

"Do you have any Great Swords?" the Philston girl asked, eyeing the rectangular pieces of paper she held in her hand.

"Nah," Tuffnut replied from across the table. "Go fish."

Scowling, she reached over Snotlout's snoring face to grab another card.

* * *

><p>Back at the cliff in the middle of the woods, Fishlegs was frantically pacing circles around Heatray, fingers clutching the bits of straw-colored hair that poked out from under his helmet.<p>

"Oh no, what do I do, Heatray?" he worriedly asked the Gravios. "Even if we fly after them, there's no way we'd be able to catch up!"

The monster rumbled uncertainly, folding up her wings and hunkering down for a quick nap.

Sightless ran to the edge of the cliff, not having eyes to view his endangered human friend with but knowing what had happened all the same. Claws grabbing the edge of the cliff, but not daring to attempt a flight without a rider, the Gore Magala let out a helpless and deafening scream that was carried far by the ocean breeze.

But it gave Fishlegs an idea.

"Hang on…" he murmured. Then he suddenly threw his arms into the air and whooped with joy. "Sightless, you're a genius!"

"Shiraaah…" Sightless quietly screamed. He seemed a little reluctant, but bent his legs so that Fishlegs could more easily climb onto his back.

The boy did so, wiggling his bottom in order to get more comfortable in the saddle. He wiggled his legs as well, but could only barely manage to reach the stirrups with them. It was definitely far from a perfect fit, but he did the best he could do, and was soon as ready as he would ever be,

"Okay then, let's go!" he cried. But soon, he faltered. "But, um… don't try to break any speed records with me on your back. I'd probably fall and make a real mess on those rocks down there, you know? Just give me the Magala without the Gore, alright?"

Slowly, Sightless spread his wings and crouched, ready for takeoff. Fishlegs barely had any time to brace himself before his mount left the ground with velocity _far_ beyond his comfort zone.

"YAAAAAAAAAHHH!" he shrieked, barely able to breathe at the speed he was going. "TOO FAST! TOO FAST!"

As the Ingerman boy and the Gore Magala flew farther out to sea with every passing second, Heatray momentarily woke up and stared after them. Now, what was her rider doing? If this was his first time riding Sightless, then it could be risky. He could get hurt, or get Sightless hurt. And the Gravios certainly didn't want either of those things to happen.

Getting to her feet, Heatray jumped off the cliff. Her wings beat slowly but surely as she flew after them at her own comfortable pace.

* * *

><p><strong>Sea Near Berk<strong>

A black streak zoomed over the ocean, accompanied by the sound of terrified screaming. Fishlegs, so far, had managed to stay on top of Sightless, but it was difficult when he was so used to riding Heatray, who flew much more carefully and comfortably.

On the plus side, Legs could see the back end of a Gronckle coming up in front – as well as a certain friend of his dangling upside-down from her belly. She was flying quite speedily and erratically, likely still freaked out from her metal-attracting episode back on Berk.

"Don't worry, Meatlug! I'm coming!" he called. Then he retched and swallowed something that would have otherwise reentered his mouth. Uneasily, he added, "And about to throw up… but definitely coming! Sightless, can you get me in close?"

If he didn't know any better, he could have sworn that the eyeless monster gave him a skeptical look in response to the question. Nevertheless, Sightless sped up until they were right behind the fleeing Meatlug.

"Easy… easy…" Fishlegs murmured to himself. "The Book of Monsters says that most Boulder-class dragons have a blind spot just under… here!"

They entered the place behind and underneath Meatlug, right where he had been aiming. "That's it, stay in the blind spot, stay in it…"

Meatlug kept flying, wings beating too fast for the eye to see. As maneuverable as she was, though, she was still no match for Sightless, who mirrored her every move perfectly. Occasionally, though, Fishlegs would call out orders so that the Gore Magala could keep up.

"Left!" he cried, and Sightless went left.

"Now right!" Fishlegs said, and they swerved right.

"Dive!" he added, when Meatlug suddenly began to descend.

So far, they hadn't been noticed by the skittish Gronckle, whose flight was now becoming steadier and less random. She stopped diving, and took a more level path further out to sea.

"Awesome, now level off!" Fishlegs told Sightless.

And then, it was smooth sailing. Meatlug was more or less calm now, allowing Fishlegs and Sightless to catch up and tail her from below. Their position brought them right next to Hiccup. The Haddock boy's face was as nonchalant as could be as he stared his friend in the eye.

"Hey," he greeted.

"Oh, um, hi," replied Fishlegs. "How's it going?"

"Better than expected," Hiccup assured him. "I'm pretty good for someone who's dangling upside-down from a dragon's belly several hundred feet above the cold, unforgiving ocean."

Legs replied to his friend's sarcasm with, "Oh good."

An awkward silence descended, but it didn't stay silent for long.

"Look," Hiccup began, "I just wanted to apologize for leaving you behind earlier."

Waving him off, Fishlegs responded, "Don't worry about it, Hiccup. I volunteered, remember?"

"I know, I know," Hiccup replied. "You volunteered, but still, I really should have –"

He cut himself off and sighed, letting his arms dangle on either side of his head. There was another awkward silence, one much thicker and longer than the last. Hiccup allowed his gaze to wander down to Sightless, who looked perfectly fine with Fishlegs on his back.

"You're doing a pretty good job with flying Sightless," the Chief-to-be observed. "How'd you figure out how to work the splint?"

The question confused Fishlegs. "Huh?" he asked, looking down at his foot dangling about an inch above the stirrup. "I haven't been working the splint. My feet don't reach that far down. And anyway, I don't know how."

There was a nice, long pause as Hiccup absorbed what he had just been told.

"So… wait," he said, carefully. The wheels in his head still turning, he continued in a tone of great realization, "Sightless has been flying… all by himself?"

Moments away from answering, Fishlegs suddenly caught sight of a movement from somewhere below them.

"Uh, can we talk about this later?" he asked. He then pointed and said more urgently, "Look down there! Outcast ship, dead ahead!"

Indeed, when Hiccup twisted himself so that he could have a better view of what was below him, he could see the boat that Fishlegs had noticed – in fact, he was willing to bet that it was the same boat that he and the other Monster Riders had been searching for all this time. He squinted, recognizing Savage at the back of the row of Outcasts that stood at the side of their ship. There were crossbows and some Bowguns clutched in their fists, all of which were pointed directly at them.

"They're getting ready to fire!" Fishlegs exclaimed. "We're in no position to defend itself!"

"Hang on, Legs, I've got a plan," Hiccup calmly told him. "Can you fly up to Meatlug and tell her to listen to me? I need her help for this to work."

* * *

><p>"Gore Magala off the stern!" the Outcast warrior hollered, pointing at the unmistakable black shape.<p>

"I see 'em!" affirmed Savage, clutching his bone club tightly. "Ready the catapults! Archers, Bowgunners, take aim and fire on my command!"

Catapults were rolled to the edges of the ship, and those Outcasts that had projectile weapons lined up in front of the catapults to ready their shots. Strangely, there seemed to be a Gronckle traveling with the Gore Magala, but it didn't matter. If anything, they might be able to use the dragon as target practice on their way home…

That was when the Gronckle started to dive toward them, followed rapidly by the Gore Magala!

"Fire!" bellowed Savage.

All at once, crossbow bolts and Bowgun shots whistled through the air at the incoming reptiles – some came close, others went wide, and all of them missed their targets. The catapults were next, hurling boulders in hopes of knocking the fliers out of the sky. They missed as well, and by now, the Gore Magala and Gronckle were skimming the water nearby, too close for the catapults to hit them.

Hiccup gritted his teeth and clung to Meatlug's leg tightly, feeling the cold ocean spray hitting his face as they flew down close to the surface. He glanced behind him – Fishlegs and Sightless were following. But for his strategy to work, it was Meatlug who would be _really_ important…

They passed right by Savage's ship, and what happened next was exactly what Hiccup had wanted. All the metal shields nailed to the sides of the vessel were attracted by Meatlug's skin, causing the boat to tip perilously in their direction. All of the Outcasts yelled and fell onto the deck as they lost their balance.

Meanwhile, Hiccup managed to direct Meatlug back up into the air, preparing to make another pass at the boat. Not bothering to check whether Fishlegs was still behind him or not, he and the Gronckle dove once more. This time, they flew low over the boat, completely disregarding the Bowguns and crossbows that were being aimed at them once again.

"Hey Savage, thanks for all the weapons!" Hiccup called down, laughing.

"What're you talking about, boy?" the man snarled. "We haven't –"

Then, the reason behind Hiccup's sudden recklessness was revealed. As Meatlug passed overhead, her proximity caused all the weapons to be yanked right out of the Outcasts' hands! The crossbows stuck to Meatlug's belly, while the heavier Bowguns couldn't be pulled as strongly and fell with a splash into the ocean. Of course, Savage was rendered speechless at the phenomenon.

"That worked!" crowed Hiccup. "That was excellent!"

And then he heard the whistling. Apparently, a few of the Outcasts had managed to let loose a few shots before they had been disarmed, because there were now several crossbow bolts pursuing him and Meatlug.

"Or… not so excellent," he corrected himself.

To make matters worse, all of the metal that Meatlug was… lugging… around was slowing her down tremendously. While there would have been a slim chance that she could outfly the crossbow bolts normally, there was no way that was possible with a body covered in hefty iron tools and weapons. The whistling got louder as the bolts got closer, and Hiccup braced himself for the feeling of sharp metal stabbing into him.

A huge, rumbling roar tore through the air from nearby. Something big and grey was flying right toward them – Heatray! Her mouth glowing brightly, the Gravios spat out a beam of pure lava that completely disintegrated the incoming arrows, allowing Hiccup to breathe easy.

"Oh, you're a sight for sore eyes, girl!" cheered Fishlegs.

Happy to sense his familiar monster friend, Sightless let his agreement be known with a hearty scream.

"Can we celebrate later?" asked Hiccup. "Meatlug and I are going down!"

"Never fear, Hiccup!" Legs answered. "I've got this!"

As the dragon started to descend, the weight of all the metal dragging her down toward the Outcast boat, Fishlegs and Sightless swooped in to help. The Ingerman boy reached up and started to lightly rub Meatlug's belly with his fingers. The motion tickled her, and a rumbling sound started to come from inside her gut.

She opened her mouth, and a big lump of rock fell right out. Immediately, everything that had once been attached to Meatlug fell off.

Knowing that he was no longer attached, Hiccup let go of the Gronckle's leg and dropped right onto Sightless' back. "Hey bud, you miss me?"

"CHAAAAAAAAHH!" replied Sightless, flying high enough to block out the sun with his wings.

At the same time that Hiccup jumped aboard the Gore Magala, Fishlegs jumped _off of_ him and landed right on Heatray. He squealed and hugged his beloved Gravios around the neck, telling her how much he had missed her. Since he had not spent as much time with her ever since the Gronckle iron discovery, the hefty flying wyvern was definitely enthusiastic to be with him again.

"Good plan, Hiccup!" the husky boy cheered, a fist in the air. "Go Monster Riders!"

"Go Monster Riders!" Hiccup echoed, and together, they turned around and headed back to Berk.

While they had forgotten the Outcast ship, though, the Outcasts had certainly not forgotten about them.

"Laugh now, Berkian scum!" yelled Savage. "But remember, he who lives by the –"

And then all the stuff that had once been attached to Meatlug fell onto the ship, plunging straight through the deck and creating a massive hole in the hull.

"Oh, crap," he muttered.

In the distance, Hiccup looked back briefly. He was right on time to see the boat's mast disappear beneath the waves.

"Those Outcasts are not going to have a pleasant trip home," commented Fishlegs.

"Yeah…" agreed Hiccup. "How good is their swimming, I wonder?"

"It'd _have_ to be good," he replied.

* * *

><p><strong>Village Plaza<strong>

The other Monster Riders were lounging around the plaza, admiring the sun as it started to set, when Hiccup and Fishlegs returned. A few of the baby monsters were running around and playing under the watchful eyes of the riders and parent monsters, only to scatter immediately upon seeing the Gore Magala and Gravios about to squash them flat. The humans sitting on top landed and dismounted their monsters, grinning triumphantly.

"Well, if it isn't the all-conquering Monster Rider," smirked Astrid by way of greeting.

Smiling back, Hiccup sarcastically replied, "Oh, is my charming sense of humor rubbing off on you, milady?"

The two of them shared a hug. Several of the baby monsters poked their heads out from behind their parents and peered curiously at them, clearly wondering what was going on.

"Oooooooooh," said Snaketail, giggling.

"Aren't they cute?" agreed Arachne.

Astrid promptly stopped hugging her boyfriend and grabbed the little girl by the shirt. "You're lucky you're not Snotlout," she grumbled. "Otherwise, this would have been the part where I punched you."

"What'd I do now?" the Jorgenson boy complained, misinterpreting her threat.

And then, who should come limping up to meet them but Gobber?

"Fishlegs!" he shouted. "Yeh ready ta get back ta some _real_ work? I've got orders up to me skivvies back at the shop."

Looking up from his petting of Heatray and Meatlug, Fishlegs gave Gobber a slightly sad smile. And in that moment, everyone present knew what he was about to say.

"Sorry, Gobber, but I don't think so," he told the blacksmith. "My duties at the Berk Monster Academy are going to keep me pretty busy."

Heatray growled with joy at his words. She knew that it meant they'd be flying together a lot more from now on.

"See, Legs?" encouraged Hiccup. "You're every bit as important to the group as myself or Astrid is. We're a team."

Moved to tears, Fishlegs ran over to Hiccup and gave him a grateful hug. Chuckling, the Haddock boy hugged him back, glad that he was happy to be back with the Monster Riders.

Gobber grinned. "Eh, how touchin'. But anyway, Fishlegs, it was nice ta have yeh around today."

"Oh…" Fishlegs said, modestly. "It was nothing…"

"As thanks fer all yer hard work," the big Viking went on, "I have a little… ah, gift fer ya."

With a flourish, he brought his hand out from behind his back and produced a dagger whose blade glinted beautifully in the light of the setting sun. Fishlegs' mouth hung open, recognizing the weapon on sight.

"But that's the very first sword you made with Meatlug's Gronckle iron," he said to Gobber. "You made it for yourself."

"Oh, tha' I did," the blacksmith agreed. "But anyone who drives off an Outcast ship almost singlehandedly deserves ta wield her."

He held out the flashy silver blade, and Fishlegs took it with great reverence. He spent a few moments admiring the shiny weapon and waving it around to get a feel for its weight and design, and then glanced back up at Gobber.

"Thanks," he, well, thanked him, "but I didn't do it alone."

He reached out with a hand to pat Meatlug, who was standing next to him, on the snout. She responded to his touch with an affectionate lick.

"Ah, I know," grinned Gobber, reaching into his pocket and pulling out a familiar pair of metallic spheres. "That's why I made that new pet o' yers this fetchin' pair o' earrings."

But when he approached said 'new pet' and held out the earrings to her as a gift, the first thing she did was open her mouth and let her tongue slide over Gobber's hand, flicking the earrings into her jaws. She gulped them down without a second thought, looking quite content with the little snack.

At first, Gobber was shocked, but then he relaxed and chuckled. "Ah, Gronckles will be Gronckles…" he commented, already heading back to the smithy.

"Hey, Fishlegs!" Arachne chirped all of a sudden, running up to the Ingerman boy. "Astrid came up with a great new idea for a training exercise, and we need you to be a part of it!"

The Hofferson girl agreed, "I thought that we could do some training with the babies, and we need someone to help out. You'd be perfect for the job."

A group of little Basarioses came scurrying over to Heatray and clustered under her underbelly, chirping and looking up at their mother with adoration. The Gravios rumbled and gave Fishlegs a significant look.

"They need us!" he exclaimed, excitedly. "You coming too, Meatlug?"

The Gronckle jumped up and down with an excited growl, eager to be of assistance again.

Hiccup smiled to himself as he and the other riders saddled up and flew to the academy. Those few infant monsters that could fly joined them, while those that couldn't were being held securely in the riders' arms.

Now the Berk Monster Riders were whole again. Fishlegs had realized that no matter how much he and Heatray seemed to slow the others down, there was still a special niche in the academy just for him. That's what made him part of the team.

* * *

><p>The morning afterwards, Hiccup waited patiently on the deck of Goathi's home as the old woman examined Sightless slowly and methodically. The Gore Magala was patient as well, standing stock-still as he waited for her to finish.<p>

At last, Goathi looked up from her observation of Sightless' injured wing and smiled broadly at Hiccup. Without bothering to write on her dirt-board with her staff, she unclipped the fasteners holding Sightless' splint in place and allowed the complex contraption to fall to the ground.

Hiccup couldn't help but return her grin. There was no translation needed.

* * *

><p><em>If you find yourself on a team, there's always a role for you to settle into. It may not be as important as being the leader or the second-in-command, but if you find a way to make yourself shine in that role, you'll be as useful in your own way as everyone else.<em>

* * *

><p><strong>Well, Sightless' wing has finally healed. With no splint and stirrup, no more annoying situations that involve it breaking at inopportune moments.<strong>

**I'm so glad this episode is done. It was so slow and boring, I had to add in Sightless' wing being healed, some glory for Heatray, and even a funny Go Fish scene to make it good enough to be rewritten as a Monster Hunter crossover. I must admit, though, the scene where Hookfang "heels" for Fishlegs is just hilarious.**

**Send your reviews and look out for the next chapter!**

**Next chapter: The Night and the Fury (starring you-know-who!)**
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_**Chapter 26**_

_**The Night and the Fury Part 1**_

* * *

><p><em>There are many kinds of reunions. Most are unexpected. Some of those are pleasant. And a few of those… yeah, not so pleasant at all.<em>

* * *

><p><strong>Berk Monster Academy<strong>

Early that morning, before even most of the other Berkians were up and about, there was some activity going on at the Monster Academy. And that was saying something – Vikings were quite the early birds.

The sound of a retractable blade flicking into position echoed through the empty arena. Hiccup Haddock narrowed his eyes, focusing on his target. That shield decorated with a bullseye pattern would have no idea what hit it. He flicked his wrist, causing his hold on his Insect Glaive to shift. Now it was the blade facing away, and the other end aimed at the target.

"Ready there, old buddy?" Hiccup asked, seemingly to no-one.

He quickly adjusted his grip on the gold-and-silver handle, feeling his finger brush against the hidden mechanism. With only the barest move, he activated the trigger and shot a fist-sized glob of disgusting green juice, which hit the target dead-on and covered it in the sweet substance.

Eyes narrowing even more, Hiccup kept his finger on the trigger even as he gave the Insect Glaive a twirl, causing several drops of juice to spray out of the weapon. On that signal, the giant moth attached to his other arm quickly took flight and flew straight at the slimy bullseye, immediately attaching itself to it.

Now, Hiccup twirled the glaive again, with more juice flying out. The moth spread its wings and came back to him, grabbing hold of his arm and staying there obediently. With the insect out of the way, Hiccup charged forward and swung the Insect Glaive, using its blade to cleave right through the shield.

Satisfied, he stood up straight and attached the weapon to the clip on his back. Now, he could officially call his new invention a smashing success. If only someone had been around to see that!

"Hi Hiccup!" a voice came from the gate. Arachne ran in, asking him, "What're you doing at the Academy so early?"

"Oh, just practicing with my Insect Glaive," he replied, chuckling at her. "Later this afternoon, Astrid's going to be giving us an important training exercise, so I'm using the Berk Monster Academy to try out my weapon beforehand."

The Philston girl hopped up and down. "Me too!" she said to him, drawing her Sword and Shield – his old Hunter's Dagger. "That's why I'm here. I'm going to become a master at the Sword and Shield!"

"You'll probably be better at it than I was," Hiccup remarked. "Say, what do you think of my glaive?"

He held it out to the younger Monster Rider, allowing her to admire it closely. It was covered in the scales of Gold Rathian and Silver Rathalos, and its blade was painted bright red. Additionally, they both knew that it had a thin layer of Gronckle iron underneath the scales, which gave it more durability.

"So cool!" Arachne enthused. "What're you calling it?"

Thoughtfully, Hiccup replied, "I was thinking of 'Unprecedented Rath'. You know, get it? Wrath? Rath? 'Cause I made it from… Rathalos scales…?"

Arachne giggled. "I wonder what Astrid will say when she hears that name."

He chuckled weakly in response, not really wanting to find out. "Yeah…"

There was an awkward pause, one that went on way too long for Hiccup's comfort. He went over to a nearby barrel, upon which sat a mug of water. As he rehydrated, Arachne thankfully broke the silence with an innocent change of subject.

"Say, when're you going to propose to her anyway?" she inquired.

Later, Hiccup would recall that his reaction was quite similar to that of Batwings when he had read the request from Chief Erick of Siren Island. But not now – he was too shocked to notice anything other than that his mouthful of water was suddenly on the ground.

Coughing up some water that had accidentally entered his throat, Hiccup spluttered, "Wh-what are you talking about?"

"Oh, come on!" Arachne almost yelled, throwing her hands up in the air. "You know you've been thinking about it!"

"I-I have not!" he denied.

"Have too!" she shot back. "Hiccup, you're head-over-heels for her! If you don't wanna marry her, then who the heck else are you going to choose?"

Uncomfortably, Hiccup shrugged his shoulders. "I dunno…" he mumbled. "I always figured Dad would hook me up with some other Chief's daughter or something."

"And I don't think you want that," Arachne told him shrewdly. "And I know that Astrid thinks a lot of you. She talks about you sometimes when she walks me home from our combat training."

As he was unable to think of anything to say to that, Hiccup settled for ducking his head meekly to hide his face, which had turned crimson.

"So think about when you're going to pop the question, okay?" the ten-year-old chirruped. "I've gotta go and meet Gustav – the twins have prepared some awesome prank on Spitelout for today, so we're going to go watch! See ya!"

And just like that, she was gone, Cuddles in hot pursuit. Hiccup breathed a heavy sigh, relieved that the conversation was over – but at the same time, completely unable to get said conversation out of his head.

* * *

><p><strong>Afternoon<strong>

Thankfully, the Haddock boy had mostly gotten Arachne's words out of his head by the time noon rolled around. The other Monster Riders were gathered with him in the middle of the arena, watching him put up a map of some island on a big wooden board.

"This had better be good, Hiccup."

Facepalming, Hiccup turned around to find his cousin glaring at him. He folded his arms and tapped his foot, waiting for him to continue with the complaint that was inevitably coming.

"It's _way_ too early for Academy business," Snotlout said, scowling.

"We just finished lunch!" Hiccup protested.

"Exactly!" the arrogant boy shot back, patting his belly. "My poor stomach needs time to digest."

Tuffnut let out a snort before saying sarcastically, "Well, maybe you shouldn't have eaten Snaketail's _and_ Ruffnut's leftovers."

"Yeah?" Lout glared at him. "Maybe you shouldn't have put poisonous spiders in my dad's –"

The sound of a virus blast being fired and subsequently striking the far wall blasted through the argument, startling everyone into silence. Black mist still curling from his maw, Sightless sat back on his tail and lifted his head smugly.

"Guys, can we keep the fighting at a minimum until we're done here?" sighed Hiccup. Getting no response, he stepped to the side of his bulletin board and pointed at the map he had pinned up. "Alright, today's training mission was actually Astrid's idea, so I'll go ahead and let her explain it."

He gave the Hofferson girl a theatric bow while moving out of the way, a gesture that elicited a grin and a playfully stuck-out tongue from her.

Unfortunately, not everyone was in as quite a joking mood as the Haddock-Hofferson couple.

"Aw, why?" whined Fishlegs.

"Get real!" shouted Snaketail.

"Tell me this isn't happening!" Ruff wailed.

Astrid blinked at them, completely bewildered. "…What?"

"Your training missions are so hard!" Fishlegs told her, sullenly.

Her mood went from cheery to sour in less than a second. "They aren't!"

"Uh, does 'hand-to-claw combat' ring any bells?" Snaketail drawled, holding up a heavily-bandaged hand.

"Spine dodging?" suggested Arachne. "Which was AWESOME, by the way."

"Hot lava swimming?" added Tuffnut.

"We never did that one," Hiccup pointed out. "Plus, I'm pretty sure that'd be impossible."

"Yeah, but we still should have done it," the male Thorston told him. "_Much_ better than hand-to-claw combat."

Any other comments were quickly silenced by a scalding glare from Astrid. "_Anyway_…" she began. "This mission is going to be easy, I promise. It's on Monster Island."

She pointed to the map that Hiccup had displayed on the board, and elaborated, "You just have to go from this beach on the eastern side" – she pointed to it – "to a cave on the western side."

Everyone started glancing at each other and nodding approvingly, feeling a little better.

And then Astrid dropped the bomb. "… At night."

Cue the groans.

"Without camping gear," she continued.

More groans.

"And no monsters," she finished. "_Or_ dragons, so Cuddles is off-limits, Arachne."

The Philston girl started pouting. "And I thought you were cool…"

Hiccup glanced around at his friends and marveled at how Astrid managed to get them from disappointed to hopeful, to even _more_ disappointed, in the space of only a few seconds. Of course, then he started marveling at her training exercise idea, then her ingenuity, then her sparkling blue eyes, then his own eyes trailed downward and –

He quickly stopped himself before he could get too distracted and caught Arachne grinning at him. Pointedly, he looked away from her and focused on the task at hand.

"What the Thor is the point of _that_?!" Snotlout was shouting.

"To work on our stealth skills and our abilities to defend ourselves against wild monsters," Astrid told him evenly, then cast her gaze to everyone else. "So bring those weapons, guys."

There was a brief silence as everyone digested her explanation. No one was willing to admit it, but it certainly made sense. After all, who knew when they would need to fight without the aid of their monsters?

Hesitantly, Fishlegs spoke up first. "So… survival of the fittest?"

"Yes, thank you for summing that up," Hiccup replied.

"That means Hiccup is already dead," Tuffnut snickered.

With a roll of his eyes, the Haddock boy muttered, "Very funny, Tuff. Astrid's actually right. We all know how strong we are with our monsters, but we have to be able to survive and defend ourselves if we find ourselves separated from them."

"Come on, it'll be fun!" chirped Astrid.

Everyone unenthusiastically trudged out of the academy to pack their bags for the trip.

* * *

><p><strong>Monster Island, Twilight<strong>

Monster Island was one of the few islands in the archipelago that served as an undisturbed habitat for wild monsters. Since the defeat of the Fatalis, the volcanic land had become a lush place with its own rivers and forests. The sounds of wild monsters could be heard even from far away, which was generally enough to keep Viking ships away.

But tonight, new sounds could be heard – the sounds of flapping wings as a squadron of monsters and their riders prepared to land on one of the rocky beaches. The first to land was Hiccup and Sightless, followed closely by Astrid and Blackhawk, then Snaketail and Twinhorn, and then the whole rest of the group. They dismounted immediately, some of them immediately equipping their weapons, while others stared up at the dormant volcano that rose high above them to shield them from the light of the moon.

Hiccup went around to Sightless' side and ran his hands along the Gore Magala's arm – the one that had, up until quite recently, been too injured to allow him to fly on his own. It was so strange to have gotten that splint off. In fact, Hiccup was so used to directing Sightless through the skies, his foot had been changing positions on an imaginary stirrup during the entire flight to Monster Island.

"Feel good to have your wing back to normal, huh?" he asked.

"Shaaaaah…" Sightless replied with a short scream, bumping his head against his human friend's arm.

"Don't worry about it, bud," the Haddock boy smiled. "You'll get used to having the splint off. Hopefully nothing happens so that we don't have to get you another one."

Giving his monster one last pat on the head, he walked over to meet with the other Monster Riders, now gathered around and waiting for the training exercise to begin.

"Okay, first thing's first," Hiccup announced, grabbing hold of a Thunderbug lantern to illuminate the otherwise dark beach, "one of us is going to have to skip the drill and take our monsters to the cave on the other side of the island. That way, they won't be there to help us."

As if on cue, there was a sudden rustling in the bushes on the far side of the beach. Before anyone could react, a huge Nerscylla jumped out and scuttled toward them on its four grotesque legs. In the darkness, it was just a big mass of skin and exoskeleton. Its multiple eyes, which glowed blue in the dark, being the only thing about it that anyone could see clearly.

The giant spider-like monster screeched and raised its chelicerae, ready to attack, only to be confronted by Sightless, Queen, and King. The Lunastra and Teostra shot fire that illuminated the Nerscylla with orange-red light. While it was momentarily blinded, Sightless blasted it in its exposed belly.

In pain, and with its eyes seared by the light of the flames, the Nerscylla wisely decided to beat a hasty retreat. It jumped back into the foliage, from where it didn't return.

"… Like that," commented Hiccup, surprisingly nonchalant given what had just happened. "So, who's going to watch the monsters?"

"Ahem," Fishlegs coughed politely. "Pardon me, but I think the obvious choice is –"

"Me!" shouted Tuffnut, raising his hand. "I volunteer!"

Taken aback, Legs protested in a stammering voice, "But-but-but I have way more monster knowledge!"

"Yeah, from your books," Tuff replied, saying the last word with a scoff. Dramatically, he raised his head and declared, "But _I_… I feel them in _here_."

The Thorston boy put a hand over his heart, only to glance down in confusion. "Wait, where is it?" he asked himself, moving his hand down to his belly. "Oh yeah, in _here_. My… stomach."

"He did say 'me' first," Snotlout pointed out.

"I can't believe I'm saying this, but…" Hiccup began, then paused for a second. "Whoa, this is hard to say… but… Tuffnut is right. Fishlegs, no-one can argue with your monster knowledge. But if Alvin comes to attack us with wild monsters, we need to be able to face them – with or without the help of our own monsters. Your knowledge is going to be important to our survival, so it's just as important if you do the drill with the rest of us."

With a grumble, the pudgy boy muttered bitterly, "I hate it when you make sense…"

Then Snaketail spoke up. "So… reading between the lines, you're letting Tuff sit this out because you think he's useless?"

"Tail, please…" said Hiccup.

Now that everything had been taken care of, the gang prepared for their departure. They each grabbed their saddlebags as well as a spare lantern, making sure that the Thunderbugs inside would stay well lit. Once they had tested to make sure that their weapons were clipped securely to their backs, they went over to their monsters to wish them farewell.

Hiccup began to depart into the wilderness, only to hear heavy footsteps following him. He turned around, and the light of his lantern washed over the pitch-black carapace of a very familiar Gore Magala.

"Sorry, Sightless," Hiccup apologized sadly, rubbing his monster companion under the chin. "This exercise is for the Monster Riders only. You need to stay with Tuffnut, since… uh… he's the boss."

"That's right!" said teen declared. "You heard that! The boss-man! Head honcho! The big… boss… honcho guy. The honch-boss! Hey, does anyone know where the cave is?"

Skeptically, Hiccup stared at him. "Are you serious…?"

"_I_ could accompany you to the cave~," Snaketail offered sweetly, batting her eyes.

Tuff started to laugh. "Ha, just messing with you! Or am I? Even I don't know!"

Still chuckling to himself under his breath, the male twin picked up his lantern and led the monsters off the beach. After having been assured by their riders that it'd just be for a few hours, the monsters followed Tuffnut obediently.

All except for Rilebolt, Arachne's Skrill. The only non-monster of the group seemed agitated, stopping every couple of steps to lift her head and sniff at the air. With every inhalation she took through her nostrils, she growled suspiciously and let a current of electricity buzz across her scales.

"Hey, no slacking!" came Tuff's voice.

Rilebolt screeched back at him, then growled irritably and followed the other monsters.

"Remember," Hiccup called out to the riders that were just now leaving. "It's better to go stealthily, not quickly. This exercise isn't about getting to the other side first, it's about –"

Loudly, Snaketail spoke over him. "About how we handle wild monsters when we come across them. We know, Hiccup, you've only been beating it into our heads all day."

He rolled his eyes. "Alright, good luck."

Steeling his courage, Hiccup once more began to head out into the forest ahead. But again, a sound behind him caught his attention, and he turned around. It was Fishlegs, nervously shuffling his feet and holding his lantern like some kind of security blanket.

"Seriously?" Hiccup asked.

"What?" his friend replied indignantly. "I'm… formulating a plan."

"Fishlegs, you can do this," said Hiccup, soothingly.

"A-Are you sure we can't go together?" the Ingerman boy asked, voice hopeful. "I-I mean, it's not like I'm scared or anything, I'm… worried about you. All you have is the 'Unprecedented Rath' and your Gullshad companion."

Chuckling at Legs' attempt to seem brave, Hiccup glanced down at his arm. Inside his sleeve was the moth that he had been using with his Insect Glaive, which he and Fishlegs had recently identified as a type of bug called a Gullshad. He wondered why Vikings tended to give things such weird names. They called their winter holiday _Snoggletog_, for Loki's sake.

"I'll be fine, Legs," he assured his timid friend. "Meet you at the cave."

And with that, he disappeared into the bushes as silently as a Nargacuga, leaving Fishlegs alone in his least favorite place – the dark.

* * *

><p><strong>Monster Island Cave<strong>

It didn't take long for Tuffnut to lead the monsters, plus Rilebolt, to the cave on the other side of the island. It was spacious enough for an entire herd of Popos to fit inside and still have room for a Tigrex to eat them all. At least, that was Tuff's first impression of the cave's immensity. The ceiling was pretty high, too, so none of them would get claustrophobic even though the monsters took up a good portion of the cavern's available space.

"Alright!" Tuff said, placing his lantern on the ground and rubbing his hands together with anticipation. "Who's up for an all-nighter? You guys are gonna _love_ my ghost stories."

While most of the monsters were already laying down on the stone floor and relaxing, Sightless remained on his feet, his eyeless muzzle turned toward the cavern entrance from where he could feel the chilly breeze blowing. He couldn't lay down comfortably, knowing that his rider was walking into wild monster territory alone. That did it. Sightless started to make his way out of the cave.

"Ah ah ah!" shouted Tuffnut. "Not so fast, Mister Gore Magala. Remember the mission – no helping my friends with the exercise. That means you. Besides, Hiccup said I'm in charge."

There was a loud roar as Rilebolt got another nose-ful of the scent that was putting her on edge. Here in the cave, it was stronger, but not strong enough for her to properly identify it. Still, it was plenty good enough to rile her up – no pun intended.

"Hey hey HEY!" Tuff yelled at her. "Not you too, you little mutineer! Hey, what's gotten into you, anyway? You're acting like Snotlout took the last mutton chop. Which he does a lot. It really sucks."

The Skrill backed down, not even looking at him as she crouched into a defensive position. She hissed softly and looked around as if expecting the shadows to come alive and attack at any second.

"Well, whatever," Tuff grunted. He turned back to Sightless and continued, "So as I was saying, you're not allowed to leave the cave. That's a direct order. From me. The boss-honcho."

Sightless just grunted back at him and turned around, using his tail to fling Tuffnut into the air on his way back inside. The teen slammed into a stalactite dangling from the ceiling and hung there – one of the horns on his helmet had gotten caught in the rock.

"Aha! I totally saw that coming!" he claimed, then took more notice of the predicament he was currently in. "Um… a little help here? Could one of you help out your honch-boss?"

* * *

><p><strong>Monster Island Wilds<strong>

Astrid vaulted over a boulder and hit the ground at a roll, drawing her Dual Blades as soon as she was back in an upright position. Glancing left and right, and seeing that the way ahead was clear, she raced through a narrow path between the bushes without making a sound.

The Hofferson girl couldn't help but keep a grin from spreading across her face as she continued on her way, ducking under low-hanging branches and climbing over rocks. While she had first thought up this training regime for practical reasons concerning the Monster Academy and the riders, there had indeed been a second reason – because she knew she'd end up loving it. Racing through hostile monster territory armed with nothing but her wits and her weapons? Yes, please!

She was just thinking that things couldn't get any more exciting, when a fireball blazed over her head and exploded against a rock. A large, pink monster stepped out of the trees and stood on the path in Astrid's way, fanning out its ears and wings to try and scare her off.

"A wild Yian Kut-Ku," Astrid remarked, keeping a tight hold on her blades. "I trained a _Garuga_, so this shouldn't be hard. Just move into its blind spot and…"

The Kut-Ku opened its beak and squawked, then lofted into the air and launched three more blasts of fire. Astrid rolled away from the first two and did a cartwheel to avoid the third, then tossed one of her multi-bladed swords like a boomerang. Its black blades sliced the Yian Kut-Ku's leg as it passed, causing the bird wyvern to squawk in pain. Recovering quickly, it charged at her.

"Okay, maybe not," she corrected herself. "Fireballs are fun, though."

Spying a gap between the Kut-Ku's legs, Astrid did another roll that carried her right underneath the wyvern without even touching it. Before it could turn around again, she tossed her other blade, which pinned its wing to a nearby tree. Its beak opened with an even louder squawk while it flapped its free wing furiously, as if it could get itself free just by thrashing around.

Astrid decided to spare it the trouble. She grabbed the sword's handle and pulled it out of the tree with one simple tug, thusly freeing the Yian Kut-Ku.

"Now, you had enough?" she asked it, smiling.

Irritated, the Yian Kut-Ku blasted steam out of its nostrils and glared at her, then stomped away in defeat.

* * *

><p>On another part of the island, a certain loud-mouthed Jorgenson boy was climbing up a series of rock ledges that created a small 'canyon', through which a stream flowed. As he clambered up the ledges, he would frequently stop and pose, or swing his Hammer, or something equally as obnoxious.<p>

"Snotlout Jorgenson, the Super-Viking!" he was saying now, as he crossed over a log that formed a bridge between both sides of the canyon. "At home in the wilder–"

He promptly slipped and fell into the stream.

Groaning in pain, holding his Hammer in one hand and his sore backside in the other hand, Snotlout waded toward shore and climbed up over the rocks. Finding himself on ordinary soil once more, he left the stream behind and started making his way back into the forest.

That is, he _would have_, if he suddenly didn't find himself staring at a trio of Konchus. They were like giant centipedes with bright green eyes and massive, sword-shaped mandibles, protected by a glossy yellow shell.

Having just humiliated himself by failing to cross the stream, Snotlout was _not_ in the mood for any nonsense.

"Alright, bring it on, you wild monsters!" he shouted, brandishing his weapon. "You wanna piece of the Snotlout?"

One of the Konchus took his loud voice as an attack and curled itself into a ball, rolling directly at him with the intention of ramming him back into the water. But Snotlout stood firm, swinging his Hammer and knocking the neopteron into the bushes.

He held his arms above his head and whooped triumphantly. "Yeah, I so did that! Snotlout, Snotlout, oi oi – YAAAAAHH!"

The other two Konchus jumped on him, and their combined weight pushed all three of them into the stream.

* * *

><p>For once in her life, Ruffnut was being cautious. Her Lance, which she liked to call the Blue Prominence because it was made from Azure Rathalos scales, was in her hand and at the ready, while her other hand held the accompanying shield. Separated from both her brother <em>and<em> her monster, she wasn't going to take any chances.

"It's not so bad out here," she said to herself, kicking a pebble out of her path. "I'll bet I don't even run into any wild monsters on my way to the cave."

Making sure to stay on the path, she turned a corner and immediately noticed the beak thrusting itself into her face.

"Uh-oh," the female twin gulped. "Never seen _you_ before."

The monster was large and vulture-like, with brownish-green scales and bright yellow hair that stuck up around its head. When it spread its wings, she could see a pair of long ribbons tipped with razor-sharp claws, from which small yellow electrical sparks jumped. Its beak was curled in a snarl, and its eyes were focused on her, regarding her with an intelligence that was unnerving.

"What did Hiccup say you were called… a Berukyurosu?" Ruff asked. She wracked her brain to remember that one day in the academy, when Hiccup had mentioned the flying wyvern currently staring her down. "Uh, let's see… smartest of all monsters, fast at flying in a straight line, but bad with tight turns!"

Her voice turned more confident now that she had remembered. "I've got you all figured out, wyvern! I bet you're just as scared of me as I am of you!"

The Berukyurosu's beak dropped open, revealing teeth as long as her thumb, and unleashed a deep roar.

"N-Nope!" decided Ruffnut. "I'm _definitely_ more scared!"

On that note, she clipped her Lance to her back, turned tail, and ran.

"Left!" she cried, going around a tree with the intention of shaking the Berukyurosu off. But she hadn't run far when she realized that it was right in front of her again.

"Right!" she changed her mind, this time going in the opposite direction. But again, she found herself facing the Berukyurosu yet again.

"It's like he's_ inside my head!_" she shrieked.

Ruff abandoned her initial plan and tore off down the path in a straight line, screaming for help.

The Berukyurosu just watched her flee in complete terror, very unimpressed. It hadn't even _moved_, and yet there she went, running off like a headless chicken_. _For a wyvern with brainpower almost at the same level as the average human, it was always difficult to find a challenge – but that had been simply pathetic.

"_Maybe there's more of them around…_" it spoke to itself, casually walking away through the undergrowth.

* * *

><p>Elsewhere on the island, a pair of juvenile Basarioses foraged on the ground for anything edible. They were of impressive size, but were neither large nor developed enough to be considered an adult Gravios yet. For one, their rocky shells weren't yet tough or refined enough to survive in a volcanic habitat, and looked more like big boulders piled on top of their backs.<p>

They were also easily distracted. Each Basarios took off at a run when they saw two delicious-looking stones roll past them.

Meanwhile, Hiccup was snickering to himself as he closed his saddlebag and picked his lantern back up. "Pfft, quartz. Basarioses – _so_ predictable."

He continued on his way peacefully for about ten more minutes. There didn't seem to be many wild monsters in this part of the woods, which was good enough for him. It allowed him to really stop and look around, appreciating how the island looked so different than when he first visited. Before, it was as barren as could be – now, months later, it looked like there was a real ecosystem coming into existence.

_I'll have to remind myself to come back and study this place,_ the Haddock boy thought. _I wonder just how much it's changed…_

He was making his way up a cliff when he caught sight of a light from somewhere down below. Turning around, Hiccup peered down from his vantage point and immediately caught sight of a small flame burning in the middle of a clearing.

To say that he was flabbergasted would be an understatement.

"Are you – _a campfire_?" Hiccup exclaimed to no-one at all. "Really? _How _is this stealthy?!"

Muttering grumpily to himself about Monster Riders that couldn't even follow the simplest directions, Hiccup started to make his way down to the campsite.

* * *

><p>On another part of the island, Fishlegs nervously tip-toed through the brush, so paranoid that he flinched every time he made some kind of noise. Every twig he stepped on and every rock he disturbed made him almost jump out of his pants.<p>

There was a period, though, where he calmed down enough to start griping about this whole situation. The Ingerman boy started muttering, "Cold, and miserable, and EEP!"

His voice went up several octaves when a sudden noise came from nearby. Sweat broke out over every inch of his skin, and he held his lantern in front of him as if it was supposed to ward off all evil.

"What was that?!" he squeaked.

Swinging his light around, Fishlegs frantically scanned the area for any sign of what could have made that sound. However, he found nothing out of the ordinary – which wasn't a relief at all. It just made the situation even scarier.

"Who's there?!" he demanded.

He got no reply, other than the sound of the wind. It was a cold wind that bit at his exposed arms uncomfortably, making him shiver. He brought out his Sword and Shield and held it up defensively, looking around the area once more. But still, he didn't find anything, other than a bush whose leaves the wind was moving.

"Oh, thanks a lot, Astrid," Fishlegs griped, coming out of his fear and going right back to bitterness. "So much for 'survival skills' when I'm getting a _heart attack_!"

He gave the rustling bush one last look, even as the wind started to die down and cease moving its leaves. When the shrub was still, Fishlegs backed away, and started to turn back down the path he was following…

…and then a pair of wings unfolded with a *shoompf*, and an enormous maw burst through the bush with a roar scary enough to give Stoick the Vast nightmares.

Fishlegs shrieked one long, high-pitched note and tore off down the path as if his pants were on fire.

The Berukyurosu smirked to itself. "_Well, that was fun. But really now, this is just getting sad._"

* * *

><p><strong>Monster Island Cave<strong>

Some time had passed, and Tuffnut was in the middle of trying to amuse the monsters by telling scary stories. It had been a while since the Monster Riders had left, but it was a big island, so he was expecting them to show up a few hours from now. And why not pass the time with some awesome ghost stories?

He was in the middle of telling a really good one. "Scraaaaatch, scraaaaaatch," he said, dragging his fingers through the air like claws. "And he said, 'Whooooo stole my golden hook?' Scraaaatch, _scraaaaaaaaaaatch_!"

By now, most of the monsters were starting to yawn widely.

Tuffnut had a grin on his face as he stalked around the campfire he had built in the middle of the cavern, still pretending to claw at an imaginary wall. "And when you turn around, he jumps out and says '_YOU DID!_'"

He suddenly whirled around and pointed a dramatic finger at Heatray. The Gravios did nothing but stare at him in bewilderment. In fact, it was so quiet inside the cave that the male Thorston could hear crickets chirping from outside.

"Hmph," he grumbled. "Tough cave."

Near the exit, a certain Skrill's nostrils flared with a loud *whuff*. Rilebolt immediately leapt to her feet and roared, spreading her wings as if about to take off right then and there, from inside the cave. She almost did, too, if it weren't for Tuff. He dove at her with arms outstretched, and barely managed to grab hold of her tail right before she could escape. The force of Rilebolt's jump yanked Tuff forward, and he hit the ground with a grunt of pain.

"What is with you today?!" he yelled, slowly getting to his feet and attempting to drag Rilebolt back inside. "You're not allowed to leave this cave, remember?! Uggghhhh… and you're so heavy… what's Arachne been feeding you, Gronckle iron?"

The Skrill turned around and launched a blast of lightning at the human child that dared yank on her tail, which missed him and scorched the back wall instead. When Tuff only kept on trying to physically pull her away from the entrance, she snarled and lay back down on the floor, whipping her tail out of his hands in the process.

"Whew…" Tuff muttered. He stretched out his back with a cracking sound. "Who knew monster-sitting would be so much work?"

Sightless, who had been sitting in a corner, almost invisible in the darkness, had pretty much had enough. He didn't have to sit here and endure this foolishness. Hiccup was out there and needed his help, while he was lounging around in here and being bored out of his mind by the lanky blonde boy. He readjusted his cape more comfortably over his flanks and padded his way toward the exit –

"Hey, you."

And he abruptly found his path blocked by none other than Tuffnut.

"Going somewhere?" Tuff questioned, arching an eyebrow.

The Gore Magala only stomped his foot in frustration and went back inside.

"Okay, look," Tuff said to him, sympathetically. "I get it. You miss your other half. I understand how you feel." Then he started thinking about it, and he corrected himself, "Well, not really. I kind of like it when Ruff's in imminent danger. One time, she was on fire and I just watched for a while."

Despite the fact that he was a monster and incapable of imitating most human expressions – as well as the fact that he didn't have any eyes – Sightless managed to put a look on his face that uncannily resembled the "Thorstons-are-complete-idiots" one that the Monster Riders frequently used. If Tuff wasn't so busy giving a monologue, then he likely would have been impressed.

"But anyway, that's not the point," he went on. "The point is, you can beat me with your tail, or you can blast me to pieces with a virus blast, or you can lightly massage my shoulders and neck – trust me, you could, hint hint. _But_. I will never shirk my responsibilities to the –"

Finally, he paused upon the realization that no-one was listening to his increasingly-good speech. Rather, all the monsters, including the twitchy Rilebolt, were dead to the world and snoring up a storm.

"Sleeping?" Tuff asked.

Of course, he got no reply.

"You're all sleeping," he answered himself. "Huh. That's not such a… bad idea…"

Without bothering to lay down first, Tuff let his head droop, and he was out like a light.

* * *

><p><strong>Suspicious Clearing<strong>

As he climbed down the cliff and approached the fire that let up smoke that could be seen from the _other flipping side of the island_, Hiccup could already hear Snotlout's self-important, smug voice in his imagination. That big-headed Jorgenson would almost definitely be using that impudent tone as he tried to reason with his cousin, explaining why he decided that setting up camp in the middle of a _stealth _mission was a good idea.

_Sometimes, that cousin of mine…_ Hiccup grumbled to himself.

"Okay, okay, show's over," he called with a definite edge to his voice. "Come on out, Snotlout, and I'll go easy on you."

When he didn't get a reply, Hiccup walked further into the campsite, noticing all the different supplies haphazardly scattered about. There were some crates full of spears, a heavy-looking Bowgun resting against a log, a bag of ammo, and even some food laying around…

The more Hiccup thought about it, it began to dawn on him that this whole setup probably wasn't made by any of his friends.

_So, who…_ he thought.

There was a loud yell and a blur of motion, and something large tackled Hiccup with enough force to send him flying into the dirt. His lantern fell out of his hands when he hit the ground, and all the breath came out of his lungs with a gasping wheeze. The Haddock boy blinked several times to clear his vision before he could black out, and raised his head to stare into a pair of eyes – an unexpected and _unpleasantly familiar_ pair.

In a trembling voice, Hiccup stammered, "W-W-Wait, _Dagur_?"

Indeed it was. He was staring into the helmeted, tattooed, and maniacally-grinning face of none other than the teenaged Chief of the Berserker tribe himself.

As if today couldn't get any worse.

"HICCUP!" Dagur exclaimed. He sprang to his feet and tugged on Hiccup's arm, helping the younger boy up, then proceeded to envelop him in a hearty, crushing hug. "Old friend! You're alive!"

Thankfully for Hiccup's lungs, he put his 'friend' down. Stumbling slightly when his feet made contact with the ground, he rubbed his neck and did his best to overcome the initial shock to come up with an answer quickly. Dagur was probably the last person he had expected to encounter on Monster Island in the dead of night, and probably the _worst _person to boot. If there was a silver lining, though, it was that Dagur was at least happy to see him.

"W-Well yeah, last I checked," Hiccup finally replied, getting his mouth in gear. "I haven't seen you since, uh…"

In his excitement, Dagur finished for him, "Since that monster attack back on Berk! You fought off an honest-to-Odin _Gore Magala_!"

Hiccup was somewhat taken aback by the genuine awe in the older boy's voice, but still managed to comment, "O-Oh yes, the attack. I had almost forgotten. You know… Berk gets _so many _monster attacks, it's hard to keep them all straight."

But Dagur wasn't paying attention, instead choosing to swing his Switch Axe around at an imaginary foe like he was acting out the events that had taken place on that particular day. The Berserkers had visited Berk to renew their peace treaty, and it had taken the cooperation of all the Monster Riders to stop them from discovering the new "monster riding" policy. And now it was up to Hiccup to keep up the illusion.

Dagur kept jumping around the camp like a hyperactive Terrible Terror, reiterating, "First you were like, 'BAM! WHACK!' And then you're all, 'Dagur, save yourself!' And then I was like, 'Oh yeah, I'm outta here!'"

He pretended to run away by diving behind a fallen log, then poked his head back out and exclaimed, "But you _stayed_! And you kept fighting! I've never experienced anything quite…"

Hiccup gulped at the way Dagur's voice trailed off.

"Wait," the Berserker Chief started anew, more suspiciously. He put away his Switch Axe and scrutinized his visitor. "What _are_ you doing here?"

"What am I doing here…?" mumbled Hiccup, appearing nonchalant when, in reality, a cold flash of panic was running up his spine. What was his alibi? What purpose did he have to be wandering around this island?

"Don't answer that!" Dagur told him, cutting his reply off before it could even form. "I know _exactly_ what you're doing here. You're here for the same reason I am, Hiccup. You're here…"

Again, Hiccup gulped.

"… To hunt monsters with me!" finished Dagur, grinning.

A single beat passed as that last statement sank into the Haddock boy's brain. Then he realized that Dagur had unwittingly thrown him a lifeline, and he decided to take it enthusiastically. Hey, if his acquaintance from the Berserkers believed he was still into monster hunting, then he was definitely ready to play along if it meant preserving peace between the tribes – not to mention his own life.

"O-Okay, you got me!" he laughed. "That's what I'm here for. Monster hunting."

His muscles relaxing, Dagur walked over and clapped a hand to Hiccup's back. He asked conversationally, "So, whatever happened to that Gore Magala?"

"Ah," Hiccup began, "well, I just, ah… bad news. It got away…"

"That's _great_ news!" Dagur whooped.

Pausing, he tried to sound casual as he inquired, "Uh, h-how is that… good news…?"

"Change of plans, old chum!" laughed Dagur, this time wrapping his arm around Hiccup's shoulders. "We're going to hunt the unholy offspring of contagion and plague itself! You and I are going to take down that Gore Magala once and for all!"

Outwardly, Hiccup was frozen. Inwardly, he was panicking.

Things had spiraled out of control so quickly that it was making his head spin. Dagur was with him and the Monster Riders on the island, he was convinced that Hiccup was his ally, and now he was stuck with him until they found Sightless. His options were to stay with Dagur on Monster Island forever – while somehow keeping his friends and his monsters out of sight the entire time – or to find Sightless and figure out a way to save him while Dagur was busy trying to make a rug out of his cape.

How was Hiccup going to get out of _this_ one?

"U-Uh… o-okay… just…" he tried. Maybe delicate negotiations would work? It did with his dad…

"WOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO!"

Dagur's sudden outburst almost gave Hiccup heart failure. And he didn't stop there – he crouched in front of the campfire and raised his head to the sky, yelling and hooting like a total maniac. Not that he wasn't.

Briefly, Dagur paused to grin excitedly at his guest. "C'mon, Hiccup, howl with me!" he invited. "It feels really good!"

"Oh, so that's what you were doing," Hiccup replied, somehow managing to sound sarcastic even with his heart racing.

Fortunately for him, Dagur didn't seem to notice that he wasn't joining in. He was too lost in the apparent joy of howling at the moon like an over-enthusiastic Zinogre. Patiently, Hiccup waited until the Berserker Chief ran out of breath, then joined him on the log nearest to the campfire.

"Chicken?" offered Dagur, holding out a half-cooked leg.

How many more times would Hiccup be surprised tonight? By now, he could have been knocked over by a feather. Dagur was being surprisingly hospitable – that 'attack' on Berk must have left quite the impression on him, more so than Hiccup suspected.

"N-No thanks, I'm good," he politely declined.

Shrugging, Dagur put the leg away and instead took his Switch Axe back out, running a whetstone over the weapon's Stygian Zinogre scales in order to sharpen it.

"You know, Hiccup," he began, surprisingly solemnly, "ever since I left Berk, I haven't been able to stop thinking about you."

"Well _that's_ strange," Hiccup remarked. "B-But, I'm flattered."

"Not you personally, you and that Gore Magala!" Dagur corrected him, the excitement once again coming into his voice as if it couldn't be contained. "It's like you _knew_ that monster! Y-You were, you were _inside its head_, rattling its cage! And that, my muscularly-challenged friend, is when I decided that I needed to _know_ about monsters too! So I came here and learned about them one-by-one."

Learned? Hiccup certainly wasn't usually the prejudiced type, but Dagur didn't seem like the kind of guy that would have the patience for studying.

"You don't say," he said, neutrally.

Chuckling good-naturedly, Dagur reached behind him and pulled out a long, sinister-looking thorn. "The Yian Garuga? Got its spine in my leg. It was awesome!"

Oh, _that _kind of learning. Hiccup tried not to vomit.

"You do know they're poisonous, right?" he informed Dagur.

He tossed the spine away. "Eh, details," he shrugged, then pointed to the other side of his campsite, where a large skull was mounted on a spear. "The Brute Tigrex? Look at him! Not so brutish now, am I right?"

"Uh, n-no…?" he hesitantly agreed. By now, the Berkian Chief-to-be was beginning to feel a bit queasy. He couldn't take his eyes off the Tigrex skull, no matter how much he wanted to.

"And don't even get me started on the Khezu!" Dagur broke him out of his thoughts with a guffaw.

He turned back to the older teen to see him chewing on a massive, undercooked steak with a thick slab of fat clinging to the meat. At the sight of it, Hiccup felt his stomach lurch. He couldn't help but remember his father telling him once that Khezus were pretty much inedible, because they were almost all cholesterol. And that steak had an unhealthy amount of half-melted fat attached to it.

"Is, is that…?" he cautioned.

"Oh, no," Dagur assured him, meat juice dripping from his chin. "It's yak. But anyway, those bad boys might look slow and dumb, but they're faster than they look! I just –"

A distant screech interrupted his commentary, from the other side of the island if Hiccup could wager a guess. Its suddenness made him jump to his feet, heart beating wildly. But that wasn't the only frightening part – he recognized it as Rilebolt's cry! In his mind, he could easily picture a scenario where Dagur became intrigued by the Skrill's call and went to go hunt her, then coming across the cave where Tuff was watching the gang's monsters…

But luckily, all Dagur did was jump out of his seat in the same manner as Hiccup. He immediately snatched up the Bowgun lying on the ground and held it up in front of him. It looked quite heavy, from the way he tucked it under one arm while supporting its huge barrel with his other hand. He pointed it this way and that, as if looking for the creature that could have made that sudden scream.

"Whoa, nice-looking Bowgun," Hiccup commented.

"My monster hunting weapon of choice," he replied, slowly lowering the Bowgun now that he knew they weren't about to be ambushed. He then glanced at Hiccup and noticed the weapon that he had on him. "You carry… a stick?"

Feeling somewhat awkward, Hiccup unlimbered his Insect Glaive and idly twirled it around in his hands. That reminded him, was the Gullshad still there? He checked his arm – yep, there it was, with its head and claws poking out of his sleeve. For some reason, he was glad. It was probably better if Dagur thought he was carrying a regular pole instead of a highly ingenious piece of advanced Viking technology.

So he nodded and bashfully replied, "Yeah, yeah, just… just a stick. Just a… a plain, old stick."

"Very ornate," Dagur commented with a nod of his own, noticing the gold and silver scales it was covered in. "My sister had one kind of like that. I, myself, have never felt the need to use blunt weapons against monsters."

Hiccup made sure to change the subject before Dagur could launch into a graphic explanation of why he preferred cutting weapons over bashing weapons. Plus, he was genuinely curious about the point he planned to bring up.

"I never knew you had a sister," he said.

Dagur shrugged casually. "Well, I haven't seen her for a while. I don't let it bother me."

* * *

><p><strong>Elsewhere<strong>

Somewhere far away, a girl sneezed and almost dropped the dragon egg she was carrying.

"Are you coming down with something?" her husband asked with great concern.

"No, I don't believe so," she replied, softly.

* * *

><p><strong>Dagur<strong>'s **Campsite**

His curiosity satisfied (for the moment), Hiccup made sure to keep the conversation going. After all, there was nothing like a long, friendly chat to remind the demented, trigger-happy teenaged Chief of a tribe called the _Berserkers_ that he was an ally.

"So by the way," the Haddock boy started, "how long have you been out here, Dagur?"

Impatiently, Dagur circled the campsite, toting his Bowgun around with him and scanning the bushes for any potential targets. In reply, he muttered distractedly, "Couple of days, weeks… I don't know. It's hard to tell. Everything's all a blur when you're on the hunt."

_Or when you're completely mental,_ Hiccup thought.

"Maybe you should take a little break," he suggested aloud.

"Not until I get that Gore Magala!" Dagur whooped, suddenly excited again. "I know it's on this island, Hiccup. I can feel it. Right in here."

He dramatically put a hand on his chest. Hiccup almost laughed, remembering that Tuffnut had done the same thing earlier, when Dagur suddenly approached him and added, "You feel it too, don't you?"

"A-Ah, no," Hiccup chuckled. "I just feel… really awkward."

Instantly, Dagur started cackling, and swatted Hiccup on the back so hard that the Haddock boy tumbled to the ground. It took him a full minute to calm down, during which he could barely keep himself standing from all the breath he was expending in his laughter.

"Oh, you do know how to bring the funny, Hiccup!" the Berserker Chief told him.

"Uh, thanks," replied Hiccup, not sure how to take that.

Again, Dagur helped him up, then gathered up his Bowgun and his pouch of ammo. Slinging the pouch over his shoulder and tucking the weapon under his arm, he began to exit the campsite, only pausing long enough to glance back at Hiccup and kick a bucket of water onto the fire.

"Come on, let's grab our gear," he said. "Then, we'll go and hunt that monster… brother."

Hiccup stopped dead at the last word. "Uh… what?"

"Brother," Dagur repeated himself, a perfectly friendly smile stretching across his face. "Yep, you and me."

Would the surprises ever stop? Now Dagur liked him enough to consider him an honorary _sibling_? If the situation wasn't so dire – and if he were perfectly fine with having his little 'monster riding' secret discovered – then Hiccup probably would have laughed sarcastically in his face. As it were, though, he had to physically swallow his revulsion and go along with it.

But seriously… brothers. That was pretty crazy, even for someone like Dagur.

"Aaaaaand even more awkward…" he muttered to himself.

Holding the Unprecedented Rath a little more tightly in his hand, Hiccup followed his newest companion out of the campsite and back into the wild. And all the while, he tried his absolute hardest to think of a plan that would save his friends and their monsters.

* * *

><p><strong>Monster Island Wilds<strong>

The unlikely pair hadn't been walking for very long when they entered a small gorge. Almost as soon as they arrived, they heard something large scrabbling across the rocks above their heads. Excitedly, Dagur grabbed Hiccup's arm and ran behind a nearby bush, staring up at the pebbles that were beginning to fall from the lip of the canyon.

"That could be him!" the Berserker Chief whispered, bouncing up and down with ecstasy.

"N-No…" murmured Hiccup. "That sounds too big."

Then the monster made itself known – a Tigrex. It appeared on the edge of the cliff, its claws knocking small stones off into the canyon below it. The fierce pseudowyvern was so close to the hidden Viking teens that they could hear the breath huffing from its nostrils as it scanned the surrounding area. It was probably on the lookout for food.

"Oh, you're right," Dagur said, disappointed. But before Hiccup could even think of breathing a sigh of relief, he raised his Bowgun and aimed it at the Tigrex's head, saying, "But I'm taking him down anyway, just for fun!"

Another flash of panic bolted down Hiccup's spine, spurring him into action. He flipped his Insect Glaive around, the shiny scales flashing in the moonlight, and fired a burst of juice that didn't directly hit it, but close to the Tigrex's nose.

Stiffening when it caught a whiff of the sweet scent that passed by it, the Tigrex mistook it for something dangerous and vanished. Its tail was the last thing to disappear from the cliff.

"How dare you?!" demanded Dagur, completely livid at his partner for scaring his target away.

"I-I had to," Hiccup replied, forcing his voice to stay calm and even. "The Gore Magala would have… heard it."

All at once, the anger faded from Dagur's eyes, replaced with a look of confusion. "They can do that?"

"Ooooooh, yes, excellent sense of hearing," Hiccup informed him. "They kind of have to, 'cause, you know, they're blind and all. It would have sensed danger and fled."

While it took him a second or two to comprehend what the Chief-to-be was telling him at first, Dagur's brow quickly cleared up, and he laughed with amusement.

"Ha, look at us!" he declared. "You, a scrawny little runt of a… well, you know what you are… and me, the great Dagur the Deranged! Who would have thought we would make such a formidable team?"

"Not me, that's for sure," agreed Hiccup.

When Dagur turned his back to continue forward, Hiccup breathed a silent sigh of relief and wiped a bead of sweat from his forehead. He was glad to see that his Insect Glaive was proving useful already. It was kind of odd, though, that Dagur would be here on Monster Island alone – especially since he could have easily formed a team of warriors. Last time Hiccup saw him, he did have quite the armada, as well as a herald and a colorful dragon on a leash…

The memory prompted him to ask a question that he knew he wouldn't be able to get off his mind if he didn't. So he threw caution to the winds and spoke up. "Say, I'm only curious, but where's your dragon pet? That… that Hobblegrunt you got from your father?"

Stopping his progress when he heard the question, Dagur seemed to think a moment. "Who, Newtsbreath?" he asked. "He's back with the armada. Can't have a dragon give away my position when I'm on the hunt!"

"Hmm, I thought a dragon's senses of hearing and smell would be a great help for your… monster hunting," Hiccup replied.

Dagur blinked and looked at him incredulously. "Huh, never thought about that," he said, but then suddenly brightened. "But hey, I'll try it next time! That reminds me, where's _your_ dragon friend? Flatwings, was that his name?"

Caught momentarily off guard by the question, Hiccup had to take a few seconds to process his words before he was able to answer Dagur properly.

"Batwings, actually," he corrected. With a shrug, he added, "And, well, he left Berk to start a family."

Dagur started chuckling, which wasn't what Hiccup had expected. Then again, it was hard to expect something from such an… unpredictable… person.

When he had calmed down, the Berserker Chief remarked, "Never considered having a family. I don't really consider myself the fatherly kind of Viking."

There was a rustling in the bushes up ahead, and Dagur interrupted himself to exclaim, "Hey, what's that over there?!"

He dashed off without even missing a beat.

Hiccup sighed, then muttered, "That's _one_ thing we can agree on…"

* * *

><p>Unbeknownst to anyone, a pair of green eyes were surveying the island from above.<p>

The black dragon hadn't been resting on Monster Island for long – the place was more or less a 'pit stop' in his eternal wanderings – when a group of monsters had come flying in with humans on their backs. Curious, the black dragon had roused itself and taken to following each of the humans as they explored the island.

The longer it followed, though, the more uneasy it became. For starters, a mischievous Berukyurosu had started stalking the humans as well. Then there was that weapon-toting maniac, the same one that had already been staying on Monster Island when the black dragon had arrived. He seemed to be hunting something, and the dragon sincerely hoped that it wasn't the prize the dangerous human was searching for.

And that wasn't even the most unnerving part. Every time it passed the beach cave on the western side of the island, it smelled something. It was hard to tell because there was the smells of various monsters coming from the cave as well, but the dragon could still smell it. It was familiar, and it stirred up a primal instinct. The one that the black dragon only felt when it was in danger – fight or flight. Was there a new, deadly threat lurking in there?

The black dragon didn't know. But it would worry about one thing at a time – and currently, its priority was the boy and his murderous entourage.

* * *

><p><strong>Oooohhhhh, the paaaaaaaain. This chapter went by really slowly for me. Each line was a chore. I'm glad it's halfway done, but I'm not going to start celebrating just yet.<strong>

**Anyway, Dagur makes a comeback, and we're starting to see more of Hiccup's Insect Glaive, which is cool. And I enjoyed the little sneeze cut I threw in there. Not sure about you readers, though.**

**Review and see you soon!**


End file.
